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Preface

 

 

 

Roy Bhaskar’s critical realism has been in the ascendant in the Western academy in recent decades. There are two main reasons for this. First, Bhaskar’s philosophy articulates a theoretically coherent alternative to the traditional dualisms of the philosophy of science (positivism, rationalism, relativism and pragmatism) and social-science theory (atomism, holism, postmodern-style linguistic reductionism, etc.). Second, Bhaskar’s philosophy articulates a theory of emancipatory critiques (judgemental rationalism) that allows a productive solution to the fact-value dualism that has bevelled traditional philosophy of social science, providing epistemological grounds for both critical social theory (aimed at diagnosing the sources of human oppression and alienation) and emancipatory political projects (aimed at transcending alienated or oppressive social structures).

The argument presented in this book is that the recent ‘spiritual’ trajectory of Roy Bhaskar’s work, upon which he first embarked with the publication of his From East to West, undermines the fundamental achievements of his earlier work. This is a serious matter since Bhaskar, as the founder and figurehead of critical realism, is the name most associated with this research tradition in the wider academic world, and his ideas retain considerable influence within the critical-realist research community. The problem with Bhaskar’s new philosophical system (transcendental dialectical critical realism, or simply meta-reality), from the critical-realist Marxist perspective endorsed here, is twofold. First, it marks a departure from the earlier concerns of Bhaskar to develop a realist philosophy of science and under-labour for an emancipatory materialist socio-historical science. Second, and more seriously, it stands in considerable tension with these earlier goals. This is because Bhaskar’s new philosophy situates the dialectic of human freedom outside society and history in the self-realization of the self-subsistent subject, and decentres the regulative function of analytical reason and scientific knowledge in favour of a new emphasis on intuitive realism, subjectivism and transcendentalism in establishing the reality of objects of knowledge.

The end-result is a meta-philosophy which is irrealist, speculative, under-theorized, internally self-contradictory, and which cannot provide philosophical guidance to liberatory social practices. In opposition to transcendental idealist or theist ontological logics more generally, including the rather more rational theism presented by the critical-realist scholars Margaret Archer, Andrew Collier and Doug Porpora, the argument of this book is that the earth-bound materialist dialectics of the classical Marxist tradition, and the naturalistic humanism these dialectics under-labour on the terrain of socio-historical being, offer a much more promising way forward for critical-realist theory. These also permit the articulation of a defensible moral realism, and for a universal politics of human freedom from oppressive social systems.
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This book draws upon the usual academic materials and resources to construct its arguments (books, research papers, journal articles, etc.). Also included, however, are sources which are regarded in some academic quarters as rather more controversial. I refer specifically to written contributions to academic internet discussion groups — especially the Bhaskar List. The argument in favour of excluding such materials is that these constitute ideas-in-progress, or positions which are asserted off-the-cuff, which do not therefore carry the respectable status of worked-out philosophical or theoretical arguments that are elaborated in more orthodox intellectual media.

My own view (which is shared by most of the academics I have canvassed) is that inclusion of such materials is justifiable, for a number of reasons. First, one can appreciate the contradictions and fault-lines of philosophical perspectives (such as agnosticism or theism) by examining how their allegiants respond to counter-arguments in an ongoing debate. Internet academic discussion lists are a particularly useful and relevant forum in this regard.

Second, such materials are, as a matter of fact, in the public domain, where they can influence (and where they are intended to influence) the beliefs or judgements of others. In a sense, they are published contributions to academic debates, since these are stored in public archives. Those who make these contributions to discussion lists do so in the full knowledge that these are open to discussion and disputation, and this normally encourages their authors to avoid offering ill-considered or unsupported judgements. Since it is regarded as perfectly acceptable in academic circles to draw citations from or respond critically to, for example, data derived from interviewing leading academics (and such interview data is also off-the-cuff), there seems no good reason to make an exception in the case of written contributions to academic discussion lists.

Finally, even if it were true that contributions to internet discussion groups are not of equivalent academic status to those rendered in other published avenues, this would not justify their exclusion from citation in conventional academic work. This is because it is rightly a matter for the reader to decide on the reliability or otherwise of the author’s source materials. In this book, the types of source materials deployed are clearly specified. Furthermore, where I cite or refer to arguments made by academics in the context of contributions to internet discussion groups, these are elaborations or defences not of novel or ‘experimental’ positions, but of ones which are tenaciously defended against counter-argument, and which are also defended in more conventional academic media.


Introduction

 

 

 

 

Philosophical ontologies are of three basic kinds: idealist, materialist, and dualist. The great debate between idealism and materialism has its modern origins in the ideological collision between and subsequent accommodation of religion and science (or between theology and secular rationalist philosophy) characteristic of the eighteenth century Anglo-French enlightenment and its aftermath. The respective positions of idealism and materialism are well-enough known. Idealism regards matter as either generated by or dependent on mindedness or consciousness (as in Kantian critical idealism and Hegelian objective idealism),1 or in extreme cases sees matter as unreal or illusory, because it is a mere reflection in human minds of God’s mind or ideas (as in Berkeley’s subjective version of absolute idealism).2 Materialism, by contrast, asserts the reducibility of mind to matter (as in ‘central state materialism’),3 or at the very least, the existential dependence of mind on matter, as in Bhaskar’s ‘synchronic emergent powers materialism’ (SEPM).4

Ontological idealism takes two basic forms. First, there is the strong doctrine that the world is simply made up of ideas or mind-stuff (absolute idealism). Second, there is the weaker doctrine that the material world is real but has spiritual or idealist presuppositions (in the sense of ‘first causes’ or ‘ultimata’).5 As for ontological materialism, here there are two positions. Either that there is only matter in the universe, so, for example, mind-states are really just brain-states. Or that matter on some description is foundational to mind, so that mind is always embodied. Thus, idealist and materialist ontologies may be reductive or non-reductive, moniform or pluriform. Certainly, idealism may recognize the objectivity and causal efficacy of matter rather than deny it, just as materialism may recognize the objectivity and causal efficacy of mindedness rather than deny it.

Now ontological materialism is not equivalent to atheism. This is because atheism is simply the assertion of the non-existence of God, not the thesis that the universe is at root matter. Nonetheless, a consistent ontological materialism makes the minimum logical demand of atheism, even if the reverse is not the case. Moreover, an atheist who goes beyond the negative to address the question, ‘If not God what?’ ought to find himself or herself in the camp of ontological materialism. Equally, a consistent idealism, though not equivalent to theism, ought to lead to theism or deism, and vice versa. Idealism, in other words, is logically dependent on a theological conception of the world, just as theism is logically supportive of idealism.

This, I need to stress, is a claim about ontology, not epistemology or methodology. One can, in all consistency, be an epistemological idealist (e.g. as the logical positivists and neo-Kantians were),6 or even a socio-historical idealist (e.g. as the postmodernists are today), without subscribing either to theism or any form of metaphysical idealism. Nor is my claim that all ontological idealists have believed in God (or gods), or that all theists have subscribed to ontological idealism. Rather, my point is to call into question the coherence of idealist ontologies that would claim they are not dependent on theism, and vice versa.7 Absolute subjective idealism denies the existence of matter, and this logically renders it dependent on a theistic or at least deistic conception of ‘ultimate being’. For, in the absence of a material substrate that is the basis of human consciousness, there is nowhere else other than some form of ‘higher’ (or perhaps ‘lower’) consciousness from which it could originate. Objective idealism (whether absolute or otherwise) affirms the existence of matter, but must logically render it ontologically dependent on mind. How else can mind be liberated from its materiality? But to admit this much is precisely to beg the question of what kind of mind is responsible for the universe.

Dualism as ontology consists of the view that: (1) matter and mind are distinct substances, each in possession of a unique essence or essences, following their own laws; and (2) that any attempt at the explanatory reduction of one to the other must be considered foul play, in the sense of illegitimate and impossible. All that we can say, argues the dualist, is that there is both mind and matter in the cosmos. Mind might be the product of matter, or vice versa, but we cannot establish which (mind or matter) is ontologically foundational. Dualism is historically related to agnosticism, and a case can be made that dualism logically entails agnosticism, though perhaps the reverse does not hold. However, this is not to say that all dualists have embraced agnosticism.8

Agnosticism became intellectually respectable in the nineteenth century, replacing the preference of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century intellectuals for deism. Deism, the doctrine that God is real, but that organized religion is immoral and hence ungodly, was hitherto the vehicle of anti-clericalism for those aware of the limitations of organized religion. But agnosticism later became the doctrine of the educated bourgeois sceptic, the undogmatic liberal who, aware of the imperfection of science and empirical knowledge, of its incapacity to either positively refute or prove God’s existence, was equally dismissive of the totalizing claims of materialism and idealism. Agnosticism sought to take the heat out of the dispute between religion and scientific reason by rendering belief in a God or gods something that could be neither supported nor challenged by objective knowledge, nor by the methods of rational philosophy. Yet agnosticism tends to collapse into idealism. This is because if the mutual existential autonomy of mind and matter is affirmed, the Ideal is once again liberated from its materiality. Agnosticism is thus a compromise not with ontological materialism but with ontological idealism. It is ‘God’ which is not ruled out, whereas matter is taken for granted.

The ‘spiritual turn’ of critical realism (CR)

This philosophical debate between idealism and materialism and dualism has recently burst upon the terrain of critical realist (CR) and dialectical critical realist (DCR) discourse. In his post-1994 writings Roy Bhaskar has embraced ontological idealism. This ‘spiritual turn’ was initiated in his pathbreaking From East to West (FEW) (2000), which attempted a bold and ambitious synthesis of philosophy and theology. And it has since been further developed in a number of books elaborating the new transcendental dialectical critical realist (TDCR) philosophy of meta-reality (MR), including Philosophy of Meta-Reality (PMR); Reflections on Meta-Reality (RMR), and From Science to Emancipation (FSE).9 Bhaskar’s FEW offers, among other things, what may be described as ‘a realist theory of God’.10 As Mervyn Hartwig observes, Bhaskar’s God is grasped as the ‘ultimate categorial structure’ of the cosmos and as ‘the absolute ground of pure dispositionality or causal power’.11 This God, as ‘ultimate ground’ and ‘pure dispositionality’, is furthermore understood as spirit or consciousness, which is also ingredient in the natural world, with the various strata of reality unfolding historically as emergent forms of its Becoming.

The subsequent development of TDCR into the philosophy of MR saw Bhaskar abandon specific reference to God. But the underlying theme of the spiritualization or idealization of being was preserved and elaborated. God-talk was decentred, and Bhaskar even suggested a ‘materialist’ or ‘secular’ interpretation of the key concepts (‘ground-state’, ‘fine structure’, ‘cosmic envelope’, etc.) of the new MR phase of TDCR was possible.12 But the ontological substance of the system remained theistic or at least idealistic to the core, since the Bhaskarian concept of the ‘cosmic envelope’ (defined as the binding force, active ingredient, and ultimate ground structure of universal unconditional love) performed the same basic function as the God-concept had previously done. For TDCR/MR as a whole, however, ontological idealism was accompanied by a new thoroughgoing socio-historical idealism, or perhaps an idealism divested of socio-historical specificity. This occurred as ‘the dialectic of freedom’, which previously, in Bhaskar’s Dialectic: the Pulse of Freedom (DPF), was situated in four-planar social being, was reconfigured as ‘the odyssey of the soul’13 on its journey to spiritual self-enlightenment (defined as reconnection of the transcendental self with its own ‘ground-state’ in the ‘fine structure’ of the cosmos).14

Why should the ‘spiritual turn’ of Bhaskar’s CR philosophy be of interest to social scientists, Marxists, and progressive or libertarian thinkers more generally? To answer this question we need to consider what CR as a philosophical tradition and research community is all about. Since the 1970s CR has been in the ascendant in philosophy and in the social sciences, and is increasingly influential across a wide variety of disciplines (including philosophy of science, social theory, economics, politics, international relations, history, law, and gender and ethnicity studies). Much of this success is attributable to the groundbreaking work of Roy Bhaskar himself, which has undoubtedly ‘served as a rallying point for radical theorists in the English-speaking world who wished to escape from empiricism without falling prisoner to postmodernism’.15

The promise of Bhaskar’s CR philosophy, outlined especially in his seminal works A Realist Theory of Science (RTS) (1975), The Possibility of Naturalism (PN) (1979), and Reclaiming Reality (RR) (1989), was twofold. First, it rehabilitated the possibility of objective knowledge of natural and social processes, but without resorting to a crude ‘reflection theory’ of the relationship between thought and reality, including the empiricist reduction of knowledge to the rational ordering of sense-data. Second, it mounted a powerful critique of the fact-value dualism that lies at the centre of the orthodox philosophy of social science, and thus rehabilitated the idea of social science as a simultaneously ethico-political and scientific practice (contributing to human emancipation and concerned with the objective grasp of social processes).

For these reasons, and because Bhaskar himself explicitly identified his project as developing Marx’s own undeveloped realist philosophy,16 as under-labouring for the emancipatory political goals of Marxism,17 and as building on Marx’s own materialist diffraction of dialectic,18 the CR research community has provided fertile soil from which critical and Marxian social theory and applied social science has flourished. The ‘spiritual turn’, however, marks a departure from the earlier concerns to develop a realist philosophy of science and under-labour for an emancipatory materialist socio-historical science. Moreover, for many, it also appears antithetical to these concerns. If this is so, TDCR/MR is rightly seen as a retrogressive involution of the CR and Marxian projects, and should therefore be energetically combated by radical intellectuals, because (although noisily insistent on its own progressive and libertarian credentials) it is contrary to emancipatory social science and politics.

But Bhaskar’s attempt to draw together theology and philosophy has certainly struck a positive chord within the CR and DCR research community. One reason for this is that it raises the confidence of theistic critical realists to place their spiritual beliefs at the centre of their academic work. Thus Doug Porpora, for example, urges us to go beyond the ‘sociology of religion’ and embrace a ‘religious sociology’, whereby ‘theological concepts [are treated] not just as objects of study but as explanatory resources’. This is justified on the grounds that ‘the objects of religious experience are ontologically real, alethic truths’.19 Yet Porpora does not in fact believe that religious or spiritual positions ‘are logically entailed by CR’. Rather, for him, the merit of the TDCR/MR system is that it draws our attention to the ‘spiritual dimension of life that academics generally … try to avoid’.20 A second strength of the new system, according to some realists, is that it seeks to repair the traditional divide between religious and non-religious progressives, and in this way constitutes a positive contribution to the development of a unified global movement against capitalism. TDCR/MR, on this viewpoint, seeks to address and mobilize an audience beyond the hard-nosed realists of the academic milieu (including the religious and spiritual). This is commendable, it is suggested, since the New Left cannot afford the luxury of holding this multitude at arm’s length, if it wants to contribute to the new ecological and anti-imperialist and anti-corporate politics currently being consolidated.21

For other critical realists, whatever the flaws of the new system, and irrespective of what one makes of its godism and idealism, TDCR/MR confirms Bhaskar’s status as the great ‘philosopher of alienation’ (and of emancipation from alienation), albeit alienation ‘now viewed ultimately as self-separation from God’ or ‘ultimate being’. As Mervyn Hartwig puts it, Bhaskar’s new system ‘describes the overcoming of diremption in the polyadic process whereby the absolute comes to self-realisation in and through the relative world of human and other being’.22 Hartwig finds here an essential continuity between Marx and Bhaskar, since both, he says, subscribe to the triadic structure of the Eden → Fall → Eudaimonia dialectic of freedom, which has its roots in Schiller and Hegel and Judaeo-Christian provenance.23

Undoubtedly, Bhaskar is affirming the possibility of a spiritual ‘dialectical enlightenment’, which would usher in a fully emancipated society where master-slave type relations are abolished.24 Bhaskar, in other words, is advocating the real possibility of positive human freedom ‘as self-government by reason or Mind (nous) which is associated with rationalism and idealism’, rather than ‘the negative freedom from constraints on and obstacles to desires’, which characterizes the utilitarian tradition.25 This, according to some supporters of Bhaskar’s ‘spiritual turn’, is essentially the same project as Marx’s. Bhaskar’s TDCR/MR philosophy is thus said to be continuous with ‘the humanist Marxist position … centring on an essentialist human ontology of alienation and de-alienation’.26 Bhaskar’s main purpose, on this interpretation, is to clarify the essential or transhistorical human powers and capacities (of rationality, sociality, caring, loving, solidarity, etc.) that make eudaimonia possible and necessary. Yet these are the powers and capacities presupposed in Marx’s denunciation of alienated labour and affirmation of communism.

Other CR scholars rightly point out that Bhaskar’s TDCR/MR is a further articulation of the anti-positivism and anti-instrumentalism of his earlier work, and mounts a powerful denunciation of mechanical materialism, utilitarianism, acquisitive individualism, the ethics of ‘desire’, and atomistic behaviourism.27 These are seen by Bhaskar as the chief philosophical and cultural sins of capitalist modernity, and Bhaskar’s critical remarks are undoubtedly progressive elements within TDCR/MR. But, as some commentators and fellow travellers have noted, Bhaskar’s aim more generally is to furnish emancipatory struggles with a moral ontology that is absent from critical social theory. The ‘spiritual turn’ is, in other words, designed to ground our moral commitments (to the good and the true, to the care of nature, to solidarity with the oppressed and downtrodden) in a deeper reality (initially God but later the cosmic envelope) than is provided by the messy relativities and contingencies of society and history.28

For these reasons, it is argued, the atheists and agnostics should allow Bhaskar his theistic or spiritual premises. This is particularly the case since these premises are ways of placing ethical concerns at the centre of philosophical discourse where they should rightly be. In a sense, then, specifying the ethics of ‘right-action’, it could be said, places us immediately and unavoidably on the terrain of the ‘spiritual’. Porpora thus invites Bhaskar’s atheist critics to consider whether their opposition to TDCR/MR is motivated simply by a one-sided and taken-for-granted dismissal of religiosity as the Other of Reason.29 Porpora’s point is that religion has been and continues to be an indispensable vehicle of moral realism. Without it, politics and social theory will have to discover an alternative moral ontology to ground its explanatory critiques of existing social relations and projects of human emancipation.

So this is the case for TDCR/MR. In summary, whatever the flaws and problems of the new TDCR/MR system, it is argued, Bhaskar remains a thoroughgoing critic of capitalist modernity, a radical philosopher of the left, a defender of ethical naturalism and moral realism, and a champion of the ultimate emancipatory goals of Marxism.

However, whatever one makes of the merits of the new system, what cannot be doubted is that, outside a relatively small circle of the CR community, it has at best been sceptically received. Undoubtedly, Bhaskar’s abrupt shift to idealism has left many CR scholars flabbergasted and dismayed, particularly those working at the interface between realist philosophy and Marxist social science. The reasons for this negative reception, which veers from scepticism to ‘alienated hostility’,30 are fairly diverse. One reason is undoubtedly Bhaskar’s sectarian assertion that the non-religious are basically alienated or split;31 this is hardly conducive to political bridge-building between atheist and theist progressives, which on the face of it the new philosophy appears to sanction. Another reason is Bhaskar’s insistence that his ‘spiritual turn’ is the logically necessary telos or terminus of the CR and DCR systems, so that the earlier philosophical positions are primitive and undeveloped forms of TDCR/MR.32

But a deeper motive is based on the suspicion that Bhaskar’s absolute idealism threatens to capsize the real ontological achievements of the earlier CR and DCR systems. This is not simply because the new TDCR/MR system is viewed as fundamentally incompatible with the earlier systems (yet insists that it is a progressive preservative sublation of both CR and DCR). Additionally, it is because the new system appears to many as logically flawed, analytically unsupported, and guilty of many of the irrealist philosophical errors that Bhaskar has accused non-realist philosophies of science of making over the years.33 In short, the founder and leading philosopher of the CR movement and community is viewed by many (and probably a majority) as steering it off the rails.34 But there is more at stake here than a dispute over the conceptual rights and wrongs of Bhaskar’s post-1994 philosophical trajectory. For Marxists, philosophical ideas have to be evaluated from the point of view of material practice. As Marx famously declared: ‘The philosophers have only interpreted the world in various ways … [but] the point … is to change it.’35 But it is from the standpoint of political practice that Bhaskar’s TDCR/MR project appears especially problematic.

For many Marxists and critical social theorists, Bhaskar’s ‘spiritual turn’ effectively severs his philosophy’s lived relation with the social world, with the empirical sciences, with politics, and with the project of worldly human emancipation. From this viewpoint, the transcendental notion of human freedom as a dialectic of self-realization (in oneness with God or cosmic being) deflects attention away from the structural configuration of social relations complicit in human oppression, and from the social dialectic of structure and agency theorized under the terms of the transformational model of social action (TMSA).36 Furthermore, in their place, the new system appears, at least in part, to offer a form of mysticism and obscurantism that is at best a diversion and at worst an obstacle to the goals and practices of a liberatory social science and politics. As Jamie Morgan observes: ‘The question for many critical realists, including Marxists and materialists … is whether meta-reality and transcendental dialectical critical realism … produce (explicitly or inadvertently) problems of theism, idealism and ideological problems akin to those of organised religion.’37 The traditional problems of theism and of organized religion were famously defined by Marx as ideological fetters (‘opiate’) on the possibility of eudaimonia (the replacement of exploitative and oppressive forms of social relations with those that allow the ‘free flourishing of each and all’). The point at issue is whether the same type of critique can be levelled at Bhaskar’s TDCR/MR.

But there is a ‘third way’ between the competing positions of realist-idealism and realist-materialism that is worthy of note. This is ‘realist agnosticism’. Now realist agnosticism has recently been raised and defended by Mervyn Hartwig in the Journal for the Theory of Social Behaviour,38 and on numerous occasions on the Bhaskar (internet) List.39 As a result, within CR and DCR, this philosophical perspective has become particularly associated with Hartwig’s name. The purpose of Hartwig’s realist agnostic position is to preserve the fragile unity of the CR/DCR research community, which he believed was in danger of ‘flying apart’ (in the aftermath of FEW), by defending the compatibility and heuristic adequacy of both ontological positions within realist philosophy. Hartwig argues that, given the ‘cosmic incapacity’ of science or philosophy to establish whether either ideas or matter are fundamental, and thus given the incapacity of either materialism or idealism to ‘prove’ their ontological warranty, it is rational for the individual to base ontological commitments on subjective experience of God or otherwise.40 This may, he says, issue in an idealist, a materialist or an agnostic position, though it is prudent for critical realists to espouse simply ontological realism.

This means that there should be no room within the CR/DCR community for either a crusading idealism/theism or for a ‘militant’ materialism/atheism. Both are possible, so it is simply ‘uncharitable’ or even ‘silly’ to claim that one account is superior or inferior to the other, or such is Hartwig’s argument.41 This position informed Hartwig’s critique of the dialectical materialist philosophy that implicitly informed my realist reconstruction of Marxian social theory in a previous book Marxism and Realism.42 Here I briefly argued for ontological materialism on the grounds that


the practical refutation of idealism during the history of scientific advance (in the sense that God has been shown to be superfluous to a rational and empirically testable knowledge of all processes or laws) … has forced its allegiants to make their appeal to a ‘final instance’ of undetermined creation beyond current knowledge and therefore outside the reach of rational criticism. Now, one should always be suspicious of ‘final instances’ which base their authority not on firm scientific knowledge (albeit provisional and incomplete) but on its … absence. The possibility that physical scientists may never develop a satisfactory theory of the ‘origins’ of the universe should not be allowed to give comfort to those idealists whose own belief in a spiritualist ‘first cause’ of nature is entirely speculative and intuitive.43



Hartwig found this (admittedly perfunctory) argument unsatisfactory. I will admit it was more of an aside than an argument. ‘This is sheer scientism and dogmatism’, Hartwig claimed. For Hartwig, the necessarily provisional and incomplete nature of scientific and philosophical knowledge renders


a thoroughgoing materialism … just as speculative and intuitive as idealism … He [Creaven] seems to think that science is somehow intrinsically materialist, and that its results ‘prove’ atheism, and ‘disprove’ theism … [O]ne could equally well say that the limits of science should not be allowed to give comfort to dogmatic materialists. To argue that God has been shown to be superfluous to scientific knowledge thus far is of no avail, because the idealist can always respond that the processes revealed by science just are God, and that in any case there can be no guarantee that scientific knowledge will dispense with God tomorrow (the problem of induction) … He [Creaven] seems to think that the correct philosophical position can simply be read off from science and its results in a grand induction.44



Whatever the merits or otherwise of Hartwig’s critique of my own defence of ontological materialism, my contention is that the concerns voiced by the sceptics over Bhaskar’s ‘spiritual turn’ are justified. The new Bhaskarian system is, I wish to argue, a departure from key tenets of CR, and it is also internally incoherent and undertheorized in crucial areas. The system is consequently a regression from DCR (which, I have argued elsewhere, already contained significant defects — some of which have contributed to the ‘spiritual turn’ of TDCR/MR).45 These problems undercut the ontological grounding of TDCR’s moral realism and divest emancipatory social struggles of philosophical bearings or guidance.

Despite the author’s intentions, I agree with the critics that the central theistic or idealistic ontological theme of TDCR — the spiritualization of reality — make it incompatible with emancipatory politics and social theory, despite its contrary intentions. But the problem with TDCR/MR, from my CR Marxist perspective, is not simply the concept of ‘universal unconditional love’ that Bhaskar wishes to establish as central to the possibility of eudaimonia (communist society), and which he seeks to discover as the ‘ultimatum’ of all being. On the contrary, there are two other inherent defects with TDCR/MR, or so it seems to me. One of these is its rehabilitation of a basically unhistorical and teleological dialectic of enlightenment (owing far more to Hegel than Marx),46 which seems to me untenable. The other is that much of its substantive philosophical detail (though, obviously, by no means all) is basically retrogressive (New Age, etc.).47

This raises the question of whether the fundamental problems with Bhaskar’s ‘spiritual turn’ are inherent in the logic or structure of theist or idealist philosophical discourse, which he has attempted to graft onto CR and DCR categories. Is theism or ontological idealism inherently problematic? And, if it is, does this have negative consequences on the terrain of human and social practices? The argument of certain CR scholars, whom I have (rather crudely) dubbed the ‘CR spiritualists’, namely Margaret Archer, Andrew Collier and Doug Porpora, is that this is not the case. In their book Transcendence, they argue that theism (properly understood and correctly formulated) is compatible with CR philosophy, is rationally grounded (in human experience), is consistent with scientific knowledge, and is philosophically defensible. Religiosity, or at least a certain kind of religiosity (i.e. non-fundamentalist, non-literalist religiosity), they wish to demonstrate, is therefore judgementally rational. Moreover, this kind of religiosity, they claim, avoids the typical political and ethical problems of ‘fundamentalist’ forms of faith.48

Whatever the merits of the religious philosophy of these CR scholars, my view is that theism or ontological idealism is indeed inherently problematic, in fact defective, and that furthermore its defects do have real and pernicious consequences on the terrain of human and social practices. Ontological idealism, in its dominant religious forms, I will argue, is certainly disputable on philosophical grounds. But it is also disputable on other terrains — scientific, ethical, and political. Although the theism of the CR spiritualists avoids many of the errors traditionally associated with religious knowledge and belief (dogmatism, sectarianism, authoritarianism, etc.), this is ultimately unsuccessful, since, in common with all theisms, it fails to build a persuasive case for God. Their theism is certainly contestable on philosophical and scientific grounds. Moreover, I wish to argue that, by constructing their own ‘rationalized’ version of Christianity, the CR spiritualists mystify the real and essential nature of popular and institutional religiosity, which is not and cannot be a creature of reason, and which is politically and ethically problematic in a number of ways.

Since Hartwig’s realist agnosticism (which allows the rational assertability of metaphysical idealism) rests its case on the impossible ideal of infallible knowledge,49 and since this realist agnosticism obviously stands or falls with the defensibility or otherwise of ontological idealism, this gives us ‘good enough’ (albeit fallible) reasons for accepting a thoroughgoing materialism as the ontological foundation of critical social theory and politics. So the argument of this book is an attempt to substantiate the positive account of realist dialectical materialism outlined in my previous book Emergentist Marxism: Dialectical Philosophy and Social Theory.

Structure and argument of the book

The analysis contained in this book will proceed as follows. First, having elaborated the chief themes and arguments of Bhaskar’s TDCR/MR, I will demonstrate the irrealism (including points of incompatibility with previously held CR concepts), logical inconsistency, and conceptual shortfalls integral to the TDCR/MR system, which stem at least in part from its ontological idealism and theistic leanings. These will be the tasks of Chapter 1. Second, I will show how the ontological idealism (spiritualization of being) that lies at the heart of TDCR/MR considerably blunts its critical and emancipatory edge, rendering it politically ambiguous. Third, I will argue the case for grounding our political and ethical commitments to the project of human emancipation not in Bhaskar’s spiritualized humanism but in Marx’s dialectized naturalistic humanism (i.e. Marx’s materialist anthropology of human-being-in-nature). These tasks will be undertaken in Chapter 2.

Fourth, having found Bhaskar’s own theism or spiritualism unsatisfactory, I will (in Chapter 3) make out a case for ontological materialism by means of a critical examination of the conceptual and logical flaws that I believe are intrinsic to theistic-idealist philosophical discourse (and agnostic approaches which would affirm the rational assertability of absolute idealism). These flaws, I will show, are not shared by the anti-reductive realist dialectical materialism endorsed in this book. Here I will make out my case at three separate levels of analysis: (1) philosophy and knowledge; (2) scientific practice; and (3) logical contradictions of absolute idealism (theism). Absolute idealism is, I will argue, incompatible with rational philosophy (because it is inductively and scientifically unsupported, internally self-contradictory, and contrary to the activity and analytical logic of scientific work).

Fifth, I will subject the religious epistemology of the CR spiritualists (Archer, Collier, and Porpora) to critical analysis. Here, in my view, we are encountering the philosophical case for theism at its strongest, because this is a form of theism that the authors wish to hammer into conformity with the CR demands of judgemental rationality. Nonetheless, I will argue that the epistemology of the CR spiritualists (which is based on the concept of religious experience) is insufficient to bear the burden of the ontological theory of God and the Christian faith that is based on these foundations. Furthermore, I will argue that the CR spiritualists fail to demonstrate that the case for and against God (and hence for theism or atheism) is symmetric, on the objective grounds of philosophy and/or science, which they affirm is the case, and which is necessary in order for them to establish the judgemental rationality of religious belief. On the contrary, I will attempt to demonstrate that the balance of objective arguments/evidence on the question of God’s existence is exactly asymmetric, and in favour of atheism. This will be the task of Chapter 4.

Finally, I will (in Chapter 5) argue the case for a universal politics and ethics (of human emancipation) based on materialist dialectics (the Marxian naturalistic anthropology of human-being-in-nature defended in Chapter 2). This will be accomplished by means of a critical engagement with the kinds of moral realism and ethical naturalism that are, in my view, integral to theist or idealist philosophical ontologies. My argument will be that ontological idealism necessarily sustains ethical and political positions that are an obstacle to eudaimonia (human emancipation). By contrast, a humanist anthropology, underpinned by materialist dialectics, offers a far more promising way forward for a critical social science and liberatory social practices.

As should be clear, the primary function of this book is not to offer a detailed philosophical outline of what a defensible materialist ontology should consist of at the levels of natural and social being. As noted above, I have attempted this task in previous published work, so there is little purpose in rehashing that project here. Instead, the main task of the current undertaking is less exposition (of ontological materialism) and more critical discussion of the inherent limitations of theistic and idealist philosophical competitors (and agnostic accommodations to them). This task is an important one because the ‘spiritual turn’ of CR would convince us that critical-left philosophy and emancipatory politics and ethics are entirely compatible with absolute idealism and theism; indeed (as Bhaskar sees it) the latter is indispensable to the former. These positions, I wish to contend, are mistaken, and since intellectual errors (especially when expounded by influential left academics within a major and fast-growing research tradition of critical theory) are an obstacle to human emancipation, they have to be combated energetically.

However, the positive case for a particular form of ontological materialism — the realist dialectics of the classical Marxist tradition — will be discussed (albeit in summary form), for two reasons. First, the Marxian ontological approach is rather more compatible with the CR and DCR ‘stages’ of Bhaskarian realist philosophy of science than is the TDCR and MR ‘stages’ (which constitute a radical rupture with the earlier positions). Indeed, Marxian dialectics pioneered a recognizably emergentist ontology that anticipates CR, and can legitimately be interpreted as a progressive overreach of CR/DCR in certain important respects (not least because it avoids the errors of absolute idealism without collapsing into mechanical materialism, and has successfully under-laboured scientific practice). Second, Marxian dialectical materialism successfully under-labours liberatory practices on the terrain of social being: both a powerfully explanatory and empirically supported social theory of capitalist modernity, and an emancipatory politics and ethics that is practically usable because based on the sciences. Critical theory, universal ethics and emancipatory politics, I contend, cannot be grounded in spiritualistic or idealist ontological positions (or any form of transcendental ontology), but must instead be rooted in a scientifically and historically informed humanism that is both naturalistic and materialist. Marxian dialectics is indispensable, because it provides precisely this kind of humanism.


1 Bhaskar’s ‘spiritual turn’
Logical and conceptual problems

 

 

Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is twofold.

First, to present a recapitulation of the themes of FEW, before highlighting how Bhaskar’s writings on MR are continuous with them and what they add to them. Bhaskar’s ‘spiritual turn’, or his TDCR system, has its origins in his FEW, and is further articulated and developed in his MR writings (PMR and RMR). The main function of Bhaskar’s TDCR philosophy is to draw together the progressive ethical or spiritual aspects of a range of philosophical and theistic traditions that traditionally have not engaged with each other. These include the great world religions (but with a particular emphasis on Buddhism and Vedic Hinduism supplemented with Orthodox-Greek Christian motifs), New Age spiritualism, scientific rationality, aspects of the classical Greek tradition (especially neo-Platonism and Aristotelian essentialism), and what Bhaskar terms ‘New Left’ (which appears to denote the libertarian politics of the 1960s, Marxian emancipatory science, the new social movements, and his own evolving realist philosophy). Bhaskar’s aim is to create a new synthesis out of these divergent elements that will overcome the traditional problems of Western philosophy (reductionism, dualism, actualism, mechanical materialism, utilitarianism, monovalence, empiricism, instrumentalism, positivism, atomism, etc.) and offer an ethic of being (‘right-action’) that will assist in the project of human emancipation worldwide through spiritual self-realization.

Second, to explore the logical and conceptual problems of Bhaskar’s TDCR and MR philosophy. There are, I wish to argue, a number of fundamental difficulties and problems with the ‘spiritual turn’ of Bhaskar’s TDCR (MR) philosophy. These may be briefly recapitulated as follows. First, the TDCR system of MR is, I claim, riddled with logical gaps or absences, and rests its conceptual plausibility on transcendental deductions that are at best simply indecisive, and at worst uncompelling. Second, in ontological essentials, there are, it seems to me, areas of discontinuity and inconsistency between the CR and DCR systems and TDCR. Finally, contrary to its intentions, the ontological substance of the new system (godism and idealization of being) renders it contrary to Marxian philosophy and social science. In this chapter I will explore the logical and conceptual errors of the TDCR system (as I see them). In the next chapter I will complete my critique of Bhaskar’s ‘spiritual turn’, by drawing out the areas of discontinuity and incompatibility of the new philosophy with previous philosophical positions that are still explicitly endorsed by Bhaskar — i.e. the core ontological concepts of his CR philosophy of science and the theoretical logic of emancipatory Marxian social science.

Bhaskar’s FEW: theological CR

The philosophical core of Bhaskar’s FEW is an affirmation of the necessity of dialectical spiritual enlightenment. This spiritual enlightenment is conceived as a dialectic of self- and species-realization. This culminates in a state of connectivity or identity of human consciousness both with its own ‘ground-state’ (our essential human capacities of love, imagination, creativity, knowledgeability, solidarity, freedom) and with the underlying non-duality of being. This fundamental non-duality or harmony of being is, at this stage of TDCR, grasped by Bhaskar as God. God-talk is allowed by Bhaskar, on the grounds that ‘within the continuum of being’, there is no real difference ‘between realism about God and realism about any other being — for instance a galaxy that is beyond the expanse of our current most powerful telescopes’.1

How does Bhaskar define his ‘realist’ God? First, he says, God is the ‘ultimate categorial structure of the world, including our socialised being’.2 Bhaskar means that God is the base stratum or foundational generative mechanism of all things, the source of all causal powers and emergent strata, and the condition of all developmental possibilities. Bhaskar also means that God is the inner ingredient of all natural processes and the unbounded binding force of all being.3 Second, he says, God is ‘an open absent totality’. This is apparently in the sense of being absolute spirit and beyond, a universal being which is inherently dynamic and creative (generating new emergent strata) by virtue of the dialectical interplay or negativa and positiva. As Bhaskar elaborates:


The fact that God is unbounded, and in principle consists (also) of infinite (layers of) depth and (zones or swathes of) extension does not mean that he can have no positive qualities (rather he has infinite qualities) or that he can only be defined by the via negativa, as not this, not that and so on. It does mean, however, that … God is both consciousness … and beyond consciousness.4



Third, he says, God is the ‘ultimate ground’ or ‘categorial truth’ of reality.5 This takes us beyond the first definition, in so far as a claim about the ontological existence of God is extended into a claim about the alethic truth of God.6 Finally, Bhaskar wishes to define God (and hence universal being) as ‘unconditional love’.7 That is the positive meaning of God alluded to above.

To summarize, then, Bhaskar’s God is the root stratum of reality, as well as its alethic truth, whereas the ontological reality and truth of God (and hence of the universe) is universal unconditional love. Now, by alethic truth, Bhaskar means ‘a species of ontological truth constituting and following on the truth of, or real reason(s) for, or dialectical ground of, things, as distinct from propositions’.8 In other words, for Bhaskar, whereas ‘ontological truth’ is the proposition that things are true by virtue of their being, ‘alethic truth’ is a deeper derivative proposition that the essence of a being (its inner nature) is its essential truth. Thus, as Ruth Groff elaborates, ‘for any given alethic truth (y) of x, y is the underlying generative mechanism [essence] that causes x to be, [whereas] alethic truth in general is the totality of real, causal powers that give rise to both actual [non-observed] and empirical [observed] events’.9 So, for Bhaskar then, God is the essential or inner truth of all things — structural, actual and empirical.

Bhaskar’s perspective amounts, of course, to a thoroughgoing spiritualization of all reality, human and otherwise. For Bhaskar, ‘the basic structure of both man and the world … is God’.10 All natural processes, whatever else they are, are consciousness, to a greater or lesser degree. Being is, he says, ‘a continuum’ of consciousness.11 Human enlightenment as self-realization thus consists of reuniting relative or concretely singularized spirit (our own individualized selves, which are themselves the ‘inner God’) with universalized or absolute spirit (the ‘outer God’, which is the oneness of being, the totality of all things, as well as its condition and cause).12 This perspective is also a thoroughgoing idealization of human-being-in-nature. As emergent forms of absolute being or ‘pure dispositionality’ (universal spirit or God), human beings are themselves in essence God (or absolute being or universal spirit). As Bhaskar puts it: ‘In our first, most essential reality we are immortal and at one with God.’13 This appeal to the godliness of humanity is a common refrain running throughout FEW. Here are some oft-quoted examples:


Man is essentially God (and therefore essentially one, but also essentially unique); and that, as such, he is essentially free and already enlightened … Man is essentially God, already essentially free, even now already enlightened; an enlightenment, freedom and Godliness that has only (!) to be experientially accessed, stabilised in his consciousness and so realised in practice … Man is essentially free and essentially God (therefore essentially one, but as a unity-in-diversity and as concretely singularised therefore also essentially unique). Man is essentially creative and essentially being (subject-referential) as opposed to having (attached, object-referential) … [M]an is essentially enlightened not ignorant (avidyic); … [H]uman action is essentially spontaneous right action, which is carefree, joyous and loving.14



This notion of human beings as essentially God (or ‘Godlike’ as Bhaskar puts it elsewhere) supports a kind of Promethean super-humanism on the terrain of four-planar social being and beyond. Dialectical enlightenment (moksha or liberation) is conceived as the process by which human agents reconnect with their real transcendental selves (our dharma) and hence with God by ‘shedding’ or ‘letting go’ (yagya) the secondary order of the demi-real (the actualist world of historically generated socio-cultural relations and the relative and ephemeral subjectivities this sustains and suffuses). As Bhaskar puts it, ‘man’s intrinsic nature or dharma is to realise God’, both the God-within and the God-without.15 This process culminates in eudaimonia, a state of inner nirvana in human subjectivities, where ‘concretely singularised self-centred subjects flourish in selfless solidarity with each and all’.16 This is an earth-bound utopia of universal love, of free-flourishing creativity, of boundless enlightenment, of spontaneous ‘right-action’, and of oneness of humanity with the totality of being. For Bhaskar, this eudaimonia is possible, because unconditional love amongst human beings, and for the rest of nature, is the essence of our species-being.17 Thus, in Bhaskar’s view, humanity’s self-realization constitutes, as Hartwig puts it, ‘the stabilisation of the absolute in the relative’,18 or the (re-) unification of humanity and divinity: hence ‘Godliness everywhere’.19

Now the main point to be distilled from this is that, from Bhaskar’s point of view, the ideal state of human-being-in-nature (universal unconditional love, spontaneous creativity, boundless enlightenment, non-dual or harmonious relations with being) is potentially real because humans are emergent forms of God, are essentially God, are Godlike, or suchlike. However, the ideal-state is potentially real, rather than actual, because of the order of the demi-real (i.e. relative socio-historic being, including master-slave type relations), which overlays and occludes the Real Transcendental Self with ‘het-eronomous orders of determination’.20 As Hartwig observes, for Bhaskar, these ‘are basically emergent layers of objectified and lived ideological illusion (maya), the compounded and compounding result of past category mistakes (avidya), resulting from the exercise of free will’.21 Demi-reality is an ‘irrealist categorial structure’ sustained by networks of recursive error: avidya (ignorance), maya (illusion) and karma (presence of the past in the present). These are fundamentally errors of consciousness or conceptuality, which sustain the ‘structural sins’ of capitalist modernity by self-deflecting our aspirations for freedom into false channels (consumerism, status-rank, fetishism, domination of nature) and masking the underlying reality of our essential freedom and enlightenment.22 Demi-reality, then, though rooted in irrealist error, and constituted by a ‘web of illusion or maya’,23 is nonetheless causally efficacious, albeit only by virtue of our self-estrangement.

Consequently, although humans are really essentially free, they are actually everywhere in chains. But, since demi-reality is parasitic on the divine properties of humanity (selfless solidarity and spontaneous ‘right-action’), and since demi-reality is, as the product of a godlike species, necessarily generated by our (deflected) free will, it follows that there are no obstacles to universal self-realization other than our own voluntary self-alienation. As Bhaskar summarizes his position:


Man has to shed the illusion that he is not essentially Godlike and free and the constraining heteronomous determinations (constituting an objective world of illusion, duality and alienation) which that illusion grounds … Such illusions, orders and constraints have arisen as emergent products of man’s free will … The fundamental malaise then is self-alienation, and this underpins a chain of avidya-maya dualism, multiple and heteronomous orders of determination and degrees of constraint … -alienation-reification-conditionality-attachment-ontological insecurity-fear (stemming from self-alienation)-tina formation-denegation-reflexive inconsistency … Heteronomy is always manifest in attachment, set by karma and grounded in self-alienation, based on practical ignorance or avidya (especially of our true selves). These form a vicious interlocking circle. To break free from it is to become what we most truly are; this is our birthright and our task, our bounden duty and our joy: liberation … To become free all we need to do is shed our illusions. These are the chains which bind us to the presence of the past. It is time to let go, to live life afresh. The hour for unconditional love has struck.24



So Bhaskar’s Promethean super-humanism is ultimately sustained by his idealization or spiritualization of being, which is anchored in his theism or godism. Because we are essentially God or god-like, it follows that in the human world, evil (demi-reality) is necessarily dependent on and subordinate to goodness (non-duality). The essence of humanity, its alethic truth or deep structure, is goodness, whereas the order of the demi-real (structural evil) is the ephemeral and inessential socio-cultural forms under which we bury our essential selves. This means that self-emancipation (total self-identity with being, unbounded creativity, self-knowledgeability, spontaneous right-action, selfless love for all human beings, the building of ‘heaven on earth’) is simply a process of ‘casting off’ or ‘letting go’ the past accumulated illusions and errors and self-deceptions of our own free will (karma) that have prevented us (humanity) from realizing our own essential nature. Freedom just is spiritual self-enlightenment.25 As Bhaskar puts it: ‘To change the world, man only has to realize himself.’26

In the eudaimonic society, the culmination of dialectical enlightenment, Bhaskar claims that even ‘desire’ will be ‘absented’. ‘In a eudaimonistic society there would still be intentionality, but not desire or craving as such, with its self-undermining and repetitive character, [rather] intentionality would manifest in the free realisation of aims, goals and projects.’27 This is because ‘desire’ is grasped as inessential to humankind, whose essence is being rather than having, whereas the belief to the contrary is an illusion or error which helps sustain demi-reality and which in turn is sustained by demi-reality. ‘Desire’ is maintained by self-ignorance, which in turn maintains all the oppressive/false social practices and cultural beliefs and philosophical ideas of master-slave type societies, including those of capitalist modernity, such as instrumentalism and consumerism.28

Yet, although ‘desire’ itself is of the order of the demi-real, it is nonetheless an engine of human self-emancipation. This is because the collective struggle for liberation on the terrain of historically relative social being necessarily is animated by the craving to ‘absent’ demi-reality, the desire to remove obstacles to human free-flourishing, and from there ‘to end the suffering of all beings as such, in virtue of their dialectical unity as beings, i.e. to a truly universal eudaimonia’.29 Thus, since human struggles for freedom are energized by the absence of freedom, they are suffused by the irreal categorial structures of the demi-real. But, once the dialectic of desire for freedom from constraining ills has done its work in real geo-history, it is necessarily self-cancelling, because it has dissolved the artificial and false basis of desire in demi-reality.

In FEW Bhaskar discusses the dialectical practices and processes by which he believes human beings can achieve self-emancipation (eudaimonia) by means of self-realization. As in DPF, dialectical enlightenment is driven by the logic of absence, the absenting of constraining ills on human freedom and enlightenment. But now this self-realization is not of specific embodied selves, but of the essential or Transcendental Self, which spans successive finite human lives. Dialectical enlightenment is thus conceived as a transsocial and transhistorical learning process by which relative spirit (embodied singularized human subjectivity) works its way, by means of the transmigration of souls, towards oneness or identity with absolute or universal spirit (God).30 Bhaskar describes this as a journey from the ‘concrete singular’ to the ‘concrete universal’, through the cycle of birth and rebirth, the terminus of which is the restoration of the self to absolute being as spirit.31 It is, in other words, a spiritual odyssey of self-repair and self-completion, both of the individual and of the species. Dialectical enlightenment is achieved where human subjects reconnect with the ‘God within’ (self-knowledge of one’s own essential nature) and the ‘God without’ (self-knowledge of the non-duality of being).

Contextualized within concretely singularized lives, these learning processes and practices unfold as ‘an outer dialectic of self → Self-Realisation, in the individual Self or soul, and as an outer dialectic, oriented to universal Self-realisation, or self-Self (Totality)-realisation’.32 The process of self → Self-realization involves working oneself closer to God by means of the dialectic of ‘vertical inaction’ (prayer and meditation and self-reflection) and embodying in one’s everyday life the deeper spiritual enlightenment that comes from these contemplative exercises and disciplines. Such individual self-realization is the basis of collective self-realization on the terrain of four-planar social being outlined in DPF. Species-realization and God-realization begins with self-enlightenment, and would not be possible without it. But the process of self → Self (Totality)-realization is the ‘horizontal’ geo-historical dialectic of species-realization powered by human desire for freedom from the order of the demi-real (master-slave type relations), which culminates in a society where ‘the free development of each is a condition of the free development of all’.33 Thus, for Bhaskar:


As the dialectics of inaction are perfected and he [human subjects] sheds his past and embeds his real essence more fully in his life, he will act more and more mindfully, in the moment and spontaneously rightly. As his action becomes more spontaneously right it will become more coherent, creative, aefficacious and compassionate. Any residual desire or attachment will set in motion a dialectic of desire for freedom in which the desire for attachment gives way to the desire for enlightenment (or the state of desireless) and this ushers in, bolstered by dialectics of love, compassion and solidarity, involving collective and totalising activity, as well as philosophical recapitulation of the past, the project of universal self-realization.34



Yet Bhaskar also insists that the time is nigh for this spiritual enlightenment on planet earth because the ‘demi-real … categorial structures’ that are sustained by the philosophical errors of the modern Western tradition and our everyday consciousness ‘threaten the survival of … the planet’.35 Bhaskar has in mind the ecological crisis, that is sustained by ideologies (acquisitive consumerism and instrumental rationality) that falsely equate freedom with ‘having’ and with the subordination of nature. This crisis has now become so acute, according to Bhaskar, that eudaimonia is now ‘a condition of planetary survival’.36 However, it is the accumulating absences of Western civilization that have made possible dialectical enlightenment in the current period. For Bhaskar, in other words, it is the decline of modern Western civilization that has ‘freed up’ a number of progressive shifts in philosophy and in wider social consciousness (reflexivity, realism, dialectics, and holism — i.e. green and global awareness) that make universal self-realization possible. These same developments also make possible a rapprochement with the neglected philosophical traditions of the East, whose spiritual practices (especially of the dialectics of meditative inaction and co-presence) are tried-and-tested routes to accessing the essential ‘connectivity’ of being. Hence the stage is set for Bhaskar’s own philosophy. For Bhaskar, then, a fusion of the best elements of East and West makes possible what TDCR is all about — a ‘philosophy of universal self-realisation’, providing ‘everyone now a total philosophy for the whole of their (i.e. everyone’s) being’.37

The philosophy of MR

Now Bhaskar’s FEW was the spearhead of his new TDCR system. In his subsequent writings on MR (PMR, RMR, and FSE) Bhaskar sought to explore and clarify and develop the chief themes of the ‘spiritual turn’ introduced in the earlier work. MR, for Bhaskar, denotes the ontological basis or alethic truth of all being. It denotes the essence of things that lies beyond or underneath everyday experience, so on the face of it, it corresponds to Bhaskar’s CR distinction between the levels of the real (structural) and actual (phenomenal). As Bhaskar puts it:


The ‘meta’ here connotes both the idea of transcendence, that is going to a level beyond or behind, or behind and between reality, while at the same time the ‘reality’ in the title makes it clear that this level is still real and so part of the very same totality that critical realism has been describing all along.38



However, the philosophy of MR, according to Bhaskar, is a preservative sublation of CR and DCR, inasmuch as it over-reaches and contains them. Whereas the earlier realist philosophies were concerned with getting to grips with the zone of relative or ephemeral being, the philosophy of MR is concerned with comprehending the nature of absolute or universal being. MR is, in this sense, ‘the transcendence of realism itself’.39

The concept of MR denotes fundamental or universal being. It is, in its human aspect, the world of non-duality (selfless solidarity, love, creativity, spontaneity, enlightenment). On a deeper level, it denotes the enchantment of reality, in the sense that the world is viewed as good and true by virtue of ontology, not simply by virtue of human ethical or aesthetic judgements or interests.40 By contrast, the world of everyday social reality is the domain of relative being. It is, Bhaskar continues to insist, the order of ‘duality’ or ‘self-estrangement’ or ‘demi-reality’ — the social relations and cultural forms of exploitation, oppression, domination (of people and nature) and commodification, and philosophical and ideational errors and illusions of duality (instrumentalism, egoism, reification, ‘there-is-no-alternative’ (TINA) formations, etc.).41

The source of the demi-real order is still regarded as erroneous perception translated into philosophical error: the misapprehension of our concrete singularity as embodied beings as a sense of existential disconnection from fellow human beings and from the cosmos.42 This means, according to Bhaskar, that realist philosophy in its MR phase is emancipatory in a way quite beyond the ken of the earlier CR and DCR phases. The earlier realisms, Bhaskar asserts, could only conceptualize the order of the demi-real, not the transcendental reality beyond or beneath, and so were emancipatory only within the bounds of relative and dual being.43 They were philosophies of freedom, but only of partial or limited freedoms. The philosophy of MR, by contrast, offers the possibility of total freedom or enlightenment, because it provides ‘an understanding of its alethic, absolute, non-dual grounds and conditions’.44 Its purpose is not to enchant reality (because reality is already enchanted), but to re-enchant it (assist us in recognizing its inherent enchantment, which is hidden from view by the ideologies of demi-reality).

As Dean, Joseph and Norrie observe, Bhaskar thus draws out and elaborates the major theme of FEW (which was then synonymous with his godism and theism), namely that there is in human relations ‘a primary or essential level that is good, true and autonomous and a secondary or derivative level that is evil, false and oppressive’. This ‘secondary level comes to dominate the primary level on which it is dependent’. This means that the ‘process of liberation … consists in the shedding of the secondary level’. Thus,


Bhaskar claims that meta-reality is part of the totality with which CR and DCR have been concerned all along. It is transcendental in the sense that it is a level beyond embodiment, beyond direct experience, beyond history and culture. The task for CR should be reconfigured so as to take account of this reality, rather than confining itself, as it has done up to now, to the ‘demi-reality’ that is the everyday world. The empirical world of direct experience — the world of embodied human relations — requires that we live dualistically rather than non-dualistically, or it requires that we take the dualistic position of the ego-centric ‘I’, thereby effecting a radical disconnection from our true human essence. Living a truly human life consists in living ‘non-dualistically’. In other words living connectedness rather than disconnectedness or experiencing ‘oneness’ with the world (both human and non-human). Living connectedness is living in a condition of fulfilled being; living in meta-reality rather than demi-reality.45



For the Bhaskar of MR, therefore, ‘the alienated world in fact depends upon free, loving, creative, intelligent energy and that in becoming aware of this we begin the process of transforming the oppressive structures we have produced’.46 In fact, in his MR writings, Bhaskar repeatedly insists, as he does in FEW, that the order of the demi-real was historically generated and is sustained only by free will — our original errors of consciousness and our willingness to go on as before.47 The (dualistic or split) order of the demi-real persists only because the deeper structure of being (non-duality) is denied or occluded by our human errors and self-illusions. As in FEW, Bhaskar sees the project of de-alienation (the ‘shedding’ of demi-reality) as the essential task of his philosophy. And he continues to see human emancipation as starting from individual self-realization but from there being expanded into the social and political fields. Thus, positive self-love is seen as the basis of personal well-being, of individual lives oriented towards the maximization of personal well-being, and hence the root source of love for others, which is the launch pad of ‘right-action’ oriented towards the free-flourishing of all.48

So, as in FEW, the ultimate basis of alienation and unfreedom in PMR and RMS is regarded not as residing in capitalism or other specific modes of social domination, but as consisting of our denial of our essential selves (or souls), whose ground-state properties of selfless love and solidarity and enlightenment are ingredient in and emergent from the underlying non-duality of being. For Bhaskar, in other words, the root of oppression and alienation is not the specific socio-cultural systems that we are forced to inhabit. Rather, the root is transcendental (outside society and history), residing in ‘our own selves and our fundamental errors in seeing such structures as constitutive of our social life (the error of duality)’. This means that the fundamental task of philosophy ‘is not to engage in a study of society, but to develop … awareness that … the world of oppression is … only a half world … that exists because a deeper level of truth is denied’.49 As Bhaskar continues to assert, ‘all we have to do is shed everything which is inconsistent with our true, most essential nature’.50

However, one crucial innovation since FEW is that the deeper reality of MR, upon which demi-reality is parasitic, is now theorized by Bhaskar as a ‘fine structure’,51 and this also makes it ‘a distinct potential that can be liberated to produce a new emergent mode of existence’.52 Notably, by ‘fine structure’, Bhaskar is not referring only to the specificity of humanity’s species-being, but to the underlying identity or connectivity of universal being, which he now terms the ‘cosmic envelope’.53 These concepts of ‘fine structure’ and ‘cosmic envelope’ are apparently substitutes for the God-concept that featured prominently in FEW. However, this conceptual revision appears a tactical move on Bhaskar’s part, inasmuch as it seems designed to appease the non-religious, but without departing from absolute idealism in any meaningful sense.

In fact, the concept of cosmic envelope performs an identical function to the earlier God-concept — i.e. of denoting ultimate categorial reality, absolute spirit, cosmic ingredient, boundless binding force, pure dispositionality, and so on. It refers not simply to the totality of things, nor to the ultimate constituent of being, but to the energy or spirit that binds the differentiated structures of reality together as part of a cosmic whole. Since this force is ingredient in all the emergent forms of reality, and is the ultimate constituent of all being, it follows, according to Bhaskar, that it carries within itself the potential for everything that exists, everything that has existed, or will come into existence. Consequently, all forms of being contain the seed or ingredient of every other possible form of being.54 For example, as Morgan notes, ‘evolution indicates that amoeba imply the possibility of humans though not the necessary evolution of humans’.55 Moreover, evolutionary emergence indicates that amoeba contain within themselves the active ingredient and constituent of every historically materialized anterior structure of being (e.g. atomic and subatomic particles).

This means, from Bhaskar’s point of view, that ‘in a fundamental way everything is within everything’,56 whether realized or unrealized, and this constitutes the ‘connecting commonality’ or ‘co-presence’ of the cosmic whole.57 All beings comprise ‘ground-state’ constituents or ingredients of the fine structure or cosmic envelope of universal being. This means that the properties of fine structure are present in the behaviour of all things. However, human beings, as the highest stage of evolutionary emergence, in possession of self-conscious spirit (‘the transcendentally real self’),58 are capable of apprehending the meaning of their own ground-state properties. But this means that human beings are also capable (by means of connectivity with their ground-states) of self-consciously comprehending the underlying non-duality of fine structure or cosmic envelope.59

As Morgan puts it, for Bhaskar, being ‘in or attuned to one’s ground-state means being maximally aware of reality [as non-duality] as it is manifest in the individual and through them to the whole’.60 So, inasmuch as human beings connect with their ground-states, they are ‘maximally aware’ of the interdependence of all things and their immediate identity with the world. They are self-consciously at one with fine structure. This presupposes ‘present moment awareness’61 (i.e. not being deflected by the presence of the past in the present or by daydreams about the future) and ‘self-referentiality’ (i.e. self-responsibility for oneself and society).62 And this in turn makes necessary ‘right-action’, which includes self-consciously rejecting in thought and deed the errors of the demi-real (duality, atomism, egoism, aggression, instrumentalism, master-slave type relations, etc.), acting on the basis of true not false beliefs, and therefore striving towards self- and species-realization.

For Bhaskar, then, it is the underlying non-duality or co-presence of universal or absolute being that makes possible eudaimonia — the self-conscious harmonious unity of human-being-in-nature, of relations of unconditional love and selfless solidarity among human beings, and for/with the totality of being. Being in our ground-states (experiencing the self-identity or unity of being) provides the energy (feelings of love for others) and motive for spontaneous and creative ‘right-action’ aimed at removing the demi-real fetters on self- and species-realization (spiritual harmony on earth). So imagination, creativity and spontaneity are also ground-state properties. ‘Right-action’ (which is action that reveals and manifests and is consistent with the essential non-duality of fine structure) is right by virtue of the underlying structure of the cosmic whole. And it is possible because when we enter our ground-states, we become fully cognizant of our connectivity with the totality of being. We recognize that our powers and capacities (and those of all other beings) exist and flourish only by virtue of the ‘total interconnectedness’ of fine structure. In these circumstances, we recognize that the Other is part of us, and that we are part of the Other, so that the constraints on the Other are also constraints on us, and are therefore experienced ‘as one’s own … unfreedom’.63 This means, says Bhaskar, we are logically bound to the free-flourishing of each as the condition for the free-flourishing of all.

Thus, in Bhaskar’s MR philosophy, it is the concept of the cosmic envelope or fine structure that supports his Promethean super-humanism previously supported by his God-concept. Here ‘right-action’ is ‘good-action’ (i.e. emancipatory) because the fundamental ontological reality (ground-state, fine structure, cosmic envelope) is not characterized by ‘negative relationality’ (disequilibria, dissonance, incompatibilities, oppositions, splits, conflict, competition, violence, hate, fear, etc.) but by ‘positive relationality’. So Bhaskar is providing ‘an ontological argument that situates the drive towards emancipation in the real as not only an emergent facet of the human but as a condition of the totality of the universe itself’.64 Heaven on earth is possible because we are constituted by and contain the ingredient of universal goodness.

This takes us to the heart of the idealization of ontology that lies at the centre of the MR philosophy. For Bhaskar insists that the fundamental constituent and ingredient of fine structure is love (or pure positivity or absolute non-duality — unconditional solidarity or identity).65 Other essential properties are said to be freedom, creativity, spontaneity and imagination, since these are emanations of universal love. This idealization of being is indispensable to the internal coherence of TDCR. For if fine structure did not consist of pure positivity, our human ability to self-consciously apprehend the meaning of our ground-state properties would not necessarily make it rational for us to commit ourselves to Bhaskar’s ‘ethical right-action’ (of ‘disharm and nurture’) or his eudaimonia of self-realization and species-realization (defined as selfless spontaneous solidarity with all beings or unconditional love of universal being for its own sake).66

But how does Bhaskar know that fine structure or the cosmic envelope is at root universal love (non-duality, pure positivity)? How does he know that the ground-state properties of human-being-in-nature connect us to a world of selfless solidarity? Previously it was his God-concept that soldered essential human creativity to the emancipatory project of eudaimonia. But now Bhaskar wishes to court those sceptical of his earlier theism. Thus, what Bhaskar’s philosophy of MR adds substantially to the TDCR system of FEW is a transcendental philosophical argument that seeks to establish these ideal entities and properties as real. Basically, Bhaskar attempts to deduce the reality of his non-dual MR ontology from the rich variety of human experiences and practices, from the seemingly mundane to the sublime. His argument is that all forms of human action (speaking and listening, watching the TV, reading a book, studying a painting, playing sports, navigating a busy street, cooking a meal, performing music, innovating a scientific theory, etc.) presuppose the essential non-duality of being (‘total interconnectedness’ of humans with each other and the underlying harmony of cosmic envelope).67 All of these practices, he says, entail a moment or dimension where we immediately or spontaneously access the fine structure via our ground-states. This is because unless we fundamentally self-identify with the aspects of the world with which we interact, or which are indispensable to the accomplishment of these practices, such activities would break down.

As Morgan rightly observes, the logic informing Bhaskar’s position is that ‘unless we are connected in some way we could not connect’.68 Human communication, individual agency and ‘holistic’ or co-ordinated group action, according to Bhaskar, ‘would be impossible unless you had acts which were non-dual’, which in turn presuppose the essential non-duality of fine structure. As Bhaskar puts it: ‘If these concepts of non-duality are essential for our ordinary social life, this means there’s a level which traditional CR philosophy of science has not theorized and it’s at that level, the level of the non-dual underpinning the level of the dual, which I’m concerned to point to in these latest books.’69 For example: communication is not possible unless speaker and hearer immediately or spontaneously understand one another; navigating a crowd is not possible unless individuals understand intuitively the fluid physical dynamics of group interaction; playing a football game is not possible unless a player has the intuitive ability to predict the movement and intentions of other players. These are all moments of non-duality (of self-identification with others — whether people or things). And since all human agency involves an element of spontaneity (the ‘pure’ or ‘raw’ moment when planning or intention or thinking becomes a ‘doing’ devoid of consciousness), where one becomes completely immersed in (one with) the act and its medium or object, such experiences are transcendental proofs that fine structure (the essential underlying connectivity or self-identity of being) is real.70

This attempt to deduce the reality of fine structure from the everyday human world of interaction and experience is the key innovation of MR as the latest stage of TDCR beyond FEW. Previously, Bhaskar had laid emphasis on the ‘dialectics of inaction’ (prayer, meditation, self-reflection, etc.) as indispensable techniques or disciplines by means of which human beings could penetrate the shell of demi-reality and interface with the sublime meta-reality beneath or within or outside. These dialectics are preserved as specialized mechanisms of self-realization, which will allow individuals to self-consciously ‘tap into’ their ground-states.71 But now ‘transcendental identification’ is seen as within the immediate reach of everyone (not simply the spiritual or religious), simply by virtue of the engagement of embodied human or social practices with the world.

But Bhaskar wishes to take an even bolder step in validating the reality of fine structure and the cosmic envelope as fundamental non-duality or pure positivity. Again, he bases his argument on a transcendental deduction from specifically human and social practices to the underlying nature of the world that he believes these practices presuppose. Only, this time, these practices are the negative or dualistic ones that constitute oppressive or master-slave type relations. As Bhaskar explains:


the really extraordinary thing is that, behind this level of the dual social, is the non-dual; this is really beautiful. The Marxists should never have forgotten this … What I’m arguing in these latest works is that non-duality is primary to duality, in three ways. First as the mode of constituting ordinary life, and therefore of reproducing and transforming all the horrendous structures we know. Secondly, as forming the ground-state qualities on which everything else depends, which include such activities as creativity and love. Thirdly, as transcendental identification in consciousness; if you go deeply enough into any phenomenon, in the end you will find that it is characterized by very extraordinary qualities, which are similar to those that the mystics have found; if you go deeply enough you will find peace, bliss, joy.



Bhaskar offers many examples to demonstrate his argument. Here is a sample.72 First:


Every exchange transaction reposes on a trust. Imagine a high financier moving a million shares. How does that happen? The instruction has to be obeyed on a telephone; without that finance capital couldn’t survive. I’ve argued that finance capital dominates the world we live in, but it actually depends on very simple things like acting trustfully; this blight of capitalism is horrendous, of course, in its causally efficacious impact throughout the world, but its basic form is sustained by non-dual actions wherever you look.



Second:


[If] we take the sphere of domestic labour, it’s very obvious that typically the female is reproducing labour-power — the fundamental commodity of the capitalist mode of production — but she isn’t being paid for it, her own labour is not commodified. For the most part what she does is unconditional, spontaneous, creative, intuitive and holistic.



Third:


Any production line only keeps going because of the spontaneous, unpaid creativity of the workers, below the level theorized as the extraction of surplus-value. Every mode of production or reproduction only keeps going because of the spontaneous, unconditional creative loving acts that human beings perform … Working to rule is the best way of slowing the system down.



Fourth:


Everything in some way depends on love, it will use love in a certain form … If you take the case of bank robbers, it’s not insignificant that no bank robbery could ever occur without a degree of solidarity between the bank robbers.



Finally:


Think of the most horrendous thing you can think of. Think of war — how is that war sustained? Let’s define the war first, let’s take it in the classical mode as being the combat of soldiers at the front. That war, that combat, can only be sustained by the selfless solidarity of the soldiers for each other; they are fighting for a cause — mistakenly in all probability — but they’re still unconditionally and selflessly doing it through the support of their wives, sisters, daughters and girlfriends, and boyfriends, back home.



Bhaskar’s point is that such dualistic practices (on the terrain of demi-reality) are essentially parasitic on the ground-state properties of human-being-in-nature (unconditional love supporting ethical ‘right-action’), which are also constitutive of the fine structure of cosmic being (non-duality). Such ‘negative’ practices necessarily presuppose ‘ positive’ non-dualistic motives or intentions or activities. These are, he says, acts of love, albeit deflected into inappropriate or illusory channels — i.e. acts that are possible only because the participants pervasively trust and empathize with each other, are bound by ties of loyalty and selfless solidarity, or identify with some imaginary community (e.g. the ‘fatherland’ or the ‘empire’ or ‘communism’ or the ‘business firm’) which is thought to serve the greater good.73

TDCR and MR: logical and conceptual problems

Godism and theism

Bhaskar’s TDCR (in its explicit theistic form of FEW) is, I wish to argue, internally incoherent. Bhaskar’s ‘realist theory of God’ does not seem to overcome the traditional logical and conceptual defects of theism, and may even have generated a range of new ones. Bhaskar’s God is defined as pure dispositionality (unbounded or structureless causal power), plus ultimate categorial structure (the root structure of being from which all things actual and possible are emergent). Or, as Bhaskar puts it, the ‘unconditioned condition of possibility of all conditions and all possibility’.74 The realist God, according to Bhaskar, ‘is at least also consciousness’75 or spirit (so that consciousness or spirit is the binding force of being and is sedimented at all levels of reality). From this perspective, then, God would appear to be just absolute being — all causal powers, all structuring principles, all emergent structures, everything. This is a form of pantheism. But Bhaskar’s God, as universal being, would also appear to be an ‘absent open totality’,76 since we have learned from DCR Bhaskar that reality is polyvalent (comprised of negativa, absences, voids, as well as positive being), and we have learned from CR Bhaskar that being is inherently transformative (an open system in development). This allows Bhaskar to claim that God’s creation of the world is ex nihilo (from absence). This is God as ‘ultimate categorial structure’ and ‘pure dispositionality’ (absent and open source of everything). This also supports Bhaskar’s claim that God is the totality of being — universal spirit, the binding force of universal love.

However, Bhaskar’s God is also ‘ontologically transcendent’77 (so that it would appear to be absolute being plus ‘something’). This means that God is not only ideal but is also ‘beyond consciousness’78 (and materiality), an ‘unbounded boundary’.79 Bhaskar’s ‘unbounded’ (yet bounded) God is also beyond positivity and negativity: as he puts it, ‘full and beyond emptiness and fullness (plenitude)’.80 Nonetheless, the fact ‘that God is unbounded … does not mean that he can have no positive qualities (rather he has infinite qualities) or that he can only be defined … via negativa, as not this, not that and so on’.81 Bhaskar’s God is also stratified, grasped as ‘the essential unity-in-diversity’ of being, since all emergent entities are different (relative) manifestations of the divine. According to Bhaskar, this accounts for both the universal yet different manifestations of God in human experience, and binds all faiths and religions together as a unity-in-difference. ‘So we have ontological realism and experiential (or epistemological) relativism about God’.82 Yet Bhaskar’s God is also conceived ‘as ingredient in being’83 (i.e. the fundamental or essential constituent of all things actual and possible). As Bhaskar puts it, God ‘categorially defines, but does not exhaust, being’.84 Or, as he puts it elsewhere, God is ‘a necessary part … of the shape of being’.85

Thus, the absolute is defined by Bhaskar as ‘an open absent totality’. This means that God is the totality of being, yet also ‘beyond being’, an ‘unbounded boundary’ of being. By virtue of absence, God is non-being, but by virtue of totality, is ‘full and beyond emptiness and fullness’. Now such absolutist concepts are so mystical and obscure it is hard to be sure they are strictly meaningful. Being is, by definition, the totality of things, so if God is real, he logically cannot be ‘beyond’ or ‘outside’ being. Because Bhaskar’s God-concept is all-inclusive, it is rendered self-contradictory, and thus essentially meaningless, for that which speaks of everything speaks of nothing in particular. Moreover, that which is full of every possibility, and thus empty of determinate meaning, is also the ‘sum of all sets’, yet cannot be the sum of all sets ‘because it is itself a set’.86 Equally, if God is absent (or nothingness or emptiness), it is difficult to see how he can overreach absence. Only a positive act can absent an absence, which presupposes a positive actor, a causal agent. Furthermore, if God is also a void, it is difficult to imagine how he can also be full or complete. Paradoxically, if God is also a void, then infinity is not perfection, and God is also error. Thus, it would appear, God is less than God, and Bhaskar’s God-concept therefore serves no useful function.

Yet God is also held by Bhaskar to be ‘ingredient in being’ and not to ‘exhaust being’. But this would appear to contradict his above claim that being just is God (and something more). Bhaskar also wishes to claim that God is not a particular constituent or element of reality (since he is the totality). Yet if God is the ‘root stratum’ and is ‘ingredient’ in the structures of the world, he would appear to have precisely the particularity that is denied. Despite claiming that God is ‘unbounded’ and ‘infinite’, and possesses the attributes of divinity, Bhaskar then suggests that God may not in fact be omnipotent (devoid of constraints), so that ‘we may have to think the concept of degrees or orders of omnipotence’.87 Bhaskar does not explain what the point of a God who is not omnipotent could possibly be. Such a being would surely be less than God. Nor does he elaborate on how ‘degrees’ of omnipotence are even logically possible. This seems a straightforward logical contradiction, like asking for more than 100 per cent, or asserting that one can improve on perfection.

If, as Bhaskar suggests, God is being and is infinite, this must mean that the cosmos is also infinite. But this means logically there is no need to invoke God to explain the existence of being (and non-being). If there is an endless succession of universes (the ‘pluriverse’), all of which presumably have their own materiality and laws of natural necessity, which explain their movement and development, where is the Creator to be found, and what role does he perform? The eternalization of being, in other words, disposes of the raison d’être of a God or gods. So why not apply Ockham’s Razor to Bhaskar’s God-concept, if referring to God does not add anything to our understanding of being? Nor is it possible, on Bhaskar’s view, for God to be construed as the fundamental condition or ‘ultimate’ structure of existence, since the eternal unfolding of material universes cannot by definition have been set in motion by a spiritualist ‘first cause’ prior to this endless process of becoming and passing away. That which is infinite or eternal cannot be an emergent form of anything, God or otherwise.88

Now, as noted beforehand, Bhaskar wishes to argue not simply that God is ontologically real but that God is also the alethic truth of being. God is the essential or inner truth of all things — structural, actual and empirical. But how does Bhaskar know that this is the case? Garry Potter aptly summarizes Bhaskar’s argument: ‘As there are generative mechanisms and causes of things, there is a truth of things; and as there is, of course, a truth of things in this sense, then there is a God.’89 In other words, although our propositions about reality may be true or false, or relatively true or false (epistemic relativism), if there is an alethic truth to being (rather than the mere existence of things), then there must be a God. And, if there is a God, and this God is the binding power of the universe, and the ultimate source of humanity (and our essential human powers of sociality, fellowship, love, imagination, creativity, etc.), then God must also be universal unconditional love. The trouble with this line of reasoning, as Potter reminds us, is that the concept of alethic truth upon which it is based founders on a simple ‘category mistake’, since here it confuses the transitive (epistemological) and intransitive (ontological) domains of reality. Truth (or falsity) is ‘mostly’ a property of our knowledge-claims, our propositions about things, not of things-in-themselves, their structures, or generative powers. Our concepts or theories may or may not possess truth-value, or will possess different degrees of relative truth-value, by virtue of their relations with their objects (structures or causal mechanisms), but the objects themselves are normally neither true nor false: ‘they simply are’.90

A further fundamental point of illogic in TDCR is Bhaskar’s attribution of ex nihilo creativity to God. In DPF, Bhaskar invokes creation ex nihilo to explain the possibility of ‘being’ coming into existence in the void of negativity or absence. If, he says, ‘there was a unique beginning to everything, it could only be from nothing, by an act of radical autogenesis’.91 Yet it seems that Bhaskar at this stage of his intellectual journey wishes to rule out creation ex nihilo. As Hartwig says, DCR ‘Bhaskar does not accept that something could come from nothing, or that there was a unique beginning to everything. I take this to mean, in terms of his later position, that God, who is in all things, has always existed.’92

Bhaskar’s TDCR position is informed by his understanding of ‘absolute being’ as ‘an infinite and unbounded extension (plurality) of universes’.93 This means that the singular cause or beginning of each universe (e.g. as brought about by the ‘big bang’) is never something out of nothing, but is always to be found in the universe which precedes it, in the eternal circular motion of being. However, this line of argument is uncompelling. If God is the Creator, the source of everything, and has always existed, then this Absolute must have fashioned the world out of nothing or from itself. This must be the case, unless the argument is that the world has always existed too, and is in fact God. But, in that case, the argument is simply tautologous, since God cannot then be held to be the originator of the world. If God and the world are identical, it follows that the task is to discover consciousness at every level of being, which I take to lack scientific and philosophical warranty.

Yet, in his FEW, Bhaskar plumps for creation ex nihilo, despite his earlier reservations. Here Bhaskar argues that human transformative agency mimics God’s creativity, and is by virtue of this also a species of something out of nothing.94 He also baldly states that God’s ‘creation must be ex nihilo’.95 That Bhaskar cannot sustain human creation ex nihilo, and in fact conflates this with de novo human creativity, seems obvious enough, and the point has been well argued elsewhere.96 But what is interesting is why Bhaskar should insist on attributing this power to God, whereas previously (DPF) he had (entirely correctly) denied its possibility.97

Unravelling this dilemma takes us right to the heart of Bhaskar’s idealist dialectic. For Bhaskar’s insistence on the possibility of creation ex nihilo has perhaps been forced on him by virtue of his commitment to a central idea of DPF. This is that negativity or absence (non-being) is ontologically prior or foundational to positivity or presence (being). In DPF Bhaskar insists that we ‘see the positive as a tiny, but important, ripple on the surface of a sea of negativity’.98 But this apparently means grasping God’s creation as the fabrication of being from non-being, of existence from nothingness, of presence ‘from absence … unboundedness’.99 This is necessary because, unless this is conceded, God must be bounded by something outside God. This is true not simply of the matter from which God fashioned the basic constituents of the cosmos, but of God as well, for if non-being is primordial, then arguably God must be self-made, and made out of nothing.

But let us assume instead that Bhaskar is indeed committed to the view that God is eternal, has always existed and exists in all things. This disposes of the logical difficulty of explaining how something can make itself ex nihilo, but at a cost. On the one hand, it shares the problem common to all forms of pantheism, namely the ‘lack of a convincing explanation about just how God is distributed in the whole of nature’.100 On the other hand, it does not square with Bhaskar’s earlier tentative speculation to the effect that ‘rock-bottom’ reality may be just ‘pure dispositionality’. Now, in FEW, Bhaskar wishes to grasp God as both ‘pure dispositionality’ and the ‘ultimate structure’ of being. Perhaps this is because an understanding of godstuff as simply quantum potentia would be an especially impoverished, if not self-contradictory, one (since ‘pure dispositionality’ does not possess any specific characteristics other than its potential to become something or anything). Yet the problem with this is that no amount of appeal to dialectical complexity enables a plausible explanation of how the ‘ultimatum’ can be simultaneously structured and structureless.

Bhaskar’s grasp of ‘ultimate’ reality (godstuff) as comprising ‘pure dispositionality’ is a very fashionable one. It is supported by certain physicists but disputed by others who detect an underlying order to the chaotic behaviour of quantum phenomena.101 It has also canvassed some tentative support in the contemporary philosophy of science.102 Yet the internal coherence of this thesis is certainly disputable and the scientific evidence for it is indecisive. Scientists researching quantum phenomena have recently drawn our attention to what they describe as ‘quantum decoherence’. This means that a particular particle located somewhere in space is simply a field of potentia until ‘decohered’ by virtue of its interaction with some other particle. But, as Howard Engelskirchen notes, this is a long way from ‘pure dispositionality’, since ‘quantum decoherence’ occurs by virtue of the relations between things (an energy field and a particle).103 In any case, ‘pure potentia’, if it means anything, must mean that certain properties exist that can generate all forms of being. Yet quantum phenomena can (apparently) support only a determinate range of subatomic and atomic structures and mechanisms. If it were otherwise, stratification and emergence would not be necessary features of the world.

Now a major point (if not the major purpose) of Bhaskar’s spiritual turn towards theism is to provide ontological grounds for a politics and ethics of universal ‘right-action’. Bhaskar apparently finds god-talk ontologically useful if not indispensable to undermining the pervasive dogma of philosophy of social science that one cannot derive values (what ought’) from facts (what is), although I have argued elsewhere that CR Bhaskar has already achieved this goal without resort to theism. Doubtless the toleration of many CR scholars for Bhaskar’s TDCR is explainable in terms of their sympathy for his belief that the social sciences should be politically and ethically relevant, and that a legitimate role of philosophy is establishing the grounds of a liberatory politics and ethics. In any case, Bhaskar’s derivation of ‘ought’ from ‘is’, on the terrain of TDCR, fails, because he has redefined the former (the politics and ethics of eudaimonia) as being ontologically dependent on his God-concept. Human beings are essentially free and emancipated; hence they are capable of spontaneous ‘right-action’ (universal unconditional love of all being), because they (we) are essentially God (or God-like), and this is so because God just is ‘universal unconditional love’. As a line of philosophical argument, this is simply unpersuasive, since the posited unity of facts and values holds only by virtue of a metaphysical ideal (God is real, the alethic truth of God is love) itself is ‘supported only by faith’,104 or by intuition, not by an empirically supported scientifically formulated theory of human-social-being and of the relations of human beings with the material world.

Bhaskar’s ‘realist theory of God’, I conclude, is philosophically unfounded. Therefore, god-talk has no proper place or function within the conceptual structure of CR ontology. But there are good practical reasons for dispensing with Bhaskarian god-talk (and its assorted ideal-derivatives) on the terrain of the philosophy of knowledge, CR, and the human and social sciences generally, which should be noted. There is no doubt that Bhaskar’s CR system has been the inspiration for the impressive growth of the CR research community in the UK, for its wider influence across a variety of academic-scientific disciplines in the UK university sector, and for its growing international academic and research profile. But there can also be little doubt that the reception and influence of CR outside the UK has been to date rather more restricted than within. The danger is, I think, that the recent ‘spiritual turn’ of TDCR will hamper the international appeal of realist philosophy and science for those academics and researchers who would otherwise be attracted to it.

This is not necessarily because academics generally are atheist or agnostic in their beliefs, or ethnocentrically predisposed to be dismissive of Eastern spiritualism, though many of course are. Rather, it is because most cannot afford the luxury of time and energy spent reflecting on or debating theological issues, which are tangential to their practical earth-bound research interests and activities.105 To assert as necessary objects of knowledge, in philosophy and the sciences, the existence of God, angels, reincarnation, the immortal soul, ‘consciousness everywhere’, is likely to damage the reception of CR philosophy and social science in academic circles across the globe, because academics cannot be preoccupied with these matters, but expect from philosophers guidance on how they might better conduct themselves as scientists and researchers. Moreover, it is, I think, because such spiritualistic imperialism (i.e. the dogmatic and assertive way in which ideal-entities are established as necessary objects of knowledge within philosophy) is deeply alienating of the scientific outlook and sensibility, which would insist on the provisionality of all knowledge-claims, and demand that these are put to the test of logical consistency, rational plausibility (persuasiveness), and empirical validation.

New Ageism and reincarnation

Bhaskar’s godism provides the ontological ground for the corpus of theistic concepts by which he attempts to re-enchant social and natural reality. A crucial component of this spiritualization of being is Bhaskar’s reliance on New Age concepts and motifs and his positive endorsement of the Vedantic doctrine of reincarnation.106 Hartwig is perhaps right to make the point that the New Age spiritualism Bhaskar draws on in his FEW is not devoid of progressive elements.107 Equally, Porpora undoubtedly has a point that Bhaskar’s New Age is hardly the biggest obstacle to achieving the eudaimonic project faced by the contemporary Marxist left.108 Certainly, Bhaskar does not embrace New Age ideology wholesale, but is committed to embracing what he sees as its defensible and liberatory elements, and grafting these onto his earlier CR philosophy. But Hartwig has a tendency to overstate the progressive edge of New Age. And Porpora is rather cavalier in his effort to divest New Age of any substantive (political or ethical) content. In both cases, the result (whether intended or otherwise) is to downplay the retrogressive aspects of TDCR’s spiritual turn. As for Bhaskar, he does not establish the benefits of a reconstructed New Age for liberatory politics, or for CR philosophy, and he is silent on its numerous retrogressive elements, failing to demonstrate a critical appreciation of its political and other problems. This lack of critical engagement problematizes his reception of New Age, and renders him guilty of its errors by association.

Hartwig is right that New Age is not just out-and-out reaction. New Age does stress, amongst other things, the dynamic unity-in-difference of the cosmos, the self-estrangement of humanity, and the power of human consciousness to apprehend the ‘total connectivity’ of holistic being. New Age also comprises elements of eco-friendly sensibility (along with a vaguely critical stance towards ‘excesses’ of capitalism — too much poverty, greed, industrial growth and commodity fetishism, etc.).109 These elements are undoubtedly the source of Bhaskar’s attraction to New Age spiritualism. And, as we have seen, Bhaskar does incorporate these elements into his MR philosophy. Nonetheless, these ‘insights’ of New Age are hardly revolutionary elements of critique of capitalism. Indeed, a case can be made that they are highly equivocal and ambiguous and occasionally self-contradictory responses to the system, and obscure or mystify the real nature of the fundamental social problems of our age.

The emphasis on the ‘total connectivity’ of being can be (and often is) used to sanction the beatification of capitalism and the market as spontaneous unplanned order and equilibrium. The ecological aspect of the movement’s critique of society is often politically unfocused or even misdiagnosed: the problem of eco-destruction may be interpreted in reactionary blue-green terms as generated by ‘overpopulation’ or ‘development’ rather than in terms of the anarchic competitive accumulation of capital. New Age green politics often sponsor a backward-looking nostalgia for the unrealizable ‘utopias’ of pre-modern or pre-industrial forms of economy, which is of no use in a world where billions lack basic life-affirming necessaries. The critiques of poverty and fetishism and greed are at best directed at the unwanted extremes of capitalism and do not challenge the basic legitimacy of the system. Environmental pollution and Third World poverty is often blamed on ‘Western’ greed and over-consumption (as though every westerner is equally integrated into the consumer culture), not on the specific class relationships of capitalism as an international system.110

Moreover, the ‘progressive’ elements of New Age are counterbalanced and largely annulled by a unifying ideology that is basically retrogressive. In practice, the critique of ‘capitalism’ is a romantic anti-modern critique of something else — the enlightenment. Enlightenment rationality (the scientific and materialist world-view) is held responsible for the ills of the modern world (war, genocide, imperialism, ecological degradation, racism, sexism, poverty, etc.), not capitalism and its international state system.111 Secular rationalism is a target of New Age and so too is scientific reason. Expert secular knowledge is distrusted as well as traditional religious claims for moral authority. Spiritual self-discovery is championed as a surer route to knowledge than both. Occult arts and practices (magic, paganism, witchcraft, astrology, etc.) are emphasized as alternative routes to self-knowledge. The task is to explore oneself rather than the external world of social relations. This move parallels the ‘postmodern’ decentring of the notion of objective truth (as correspondence of beliefs and the world). Truth is a property of the subject, not of the relationship of subject and object, and each individual has his or her own inner truth to discover.112 For these reasons, New Age eschews a rational theorization of the ills of capitalist modernity. Social ills are personalized as ills of the self-alienated individual. Consequently, New Age is fundamentally incompatible with a critical social science of modern social forms.

Despite its diversity and eclecticism, the New Age movement is collectively wedded to what Paul Heelas describes as ‘self-spirituality’. This is a narcissistic deification of the individual subject. The self is, from this viewpoint, a self-alienated god or goddess, which can become knowledgeable of its own ‘true’ nature through involvement in a range of practices — including meditation, arcane arts, music, playing sports, psychotherapy, listening to music, drugs-consumption, and so on.113 In this sense, New Age spiritualism marks the highest stage of bourgeois individualism. No longer is individualism defined simply as the right of every person to act as he or she wishes, so long as this does not infringe the civil liberties of others. Instead it is defined as the power of the individual to arbitrate between what is true and what is false on the basis of his or her own intuitive self-judgement. This narcissistic individualism, whereby knowledge is just one’s point of view, is the basis of New Age’s decentring of enlightenment rationality, scientific expertise and traditional religious authority. In New Age too, we see something resembling (the source of) Bhaskar’s Promethean voluntarist idealism. For New Age insists that individuals have the power to chart their own lives and make of themselves what they wish, irrespective of constraining ills or unfavourable circumstances. The subject has the power to hammer ‘outsider reality’ into conformity with ‘insider reality’.

In this sense, New Age expresses the experiences and aspirations of the most affluent section of the professional middle classes of contemporary consumer-driven and leisure-oriented capitalism, for whom the diminution of cultural and economic constraints on personal well-being has allowed this deification of the self (as the self-sustaining source of all success and failure). Socially and politically emancipated, the only project left for the affluent New Ager is the perfection of the self, by means of a rich variety of leisure and cultural pursuits, including those borrowed from Eastern religious traditions. Yet these Eastern leanings (especially on the Hindu and Buddhist traditions) are rationalized in ways that render them compatible with the narcissistic subject of consumer capitalism. The meditative practices of the Eastern religions are emptied of the need for prolonged self-discipline and self-denial and of their emphasis on the finitude of the individual life. Instead the New Age self deploys these practices to place himself or herself at the centre of the cosmos (and discovers the cosmos by means of self-discovery). For the middle-class New Ager, Eastern spiritual practices are not a way of grasping one’s insignificance in the context of the bigger picture, but of further empowering a self that is already hyper-assertive and self-confident.114

But, equally, New Age can be viewed as a spiritualization and idealization of the individualizing dynamics of contemporary Western capitalism. In an age of neo-liberalism, welfare retrenchment, corporate downsizing and flexible employment, where individuals are expected to be self-sufficient and self-reliant, the new cult of the self provides psychic compensations for the demands of living in an increasingly unpredictable and dangerous world (the self-enlightened and self-empowered subject will ‘overcome all’), plus a ready-made rationalization of the failures of the have-nots at the base of society. New Age also provides alternative sources of self-identity for individuals unable to live up to the demands of consumer culture. Unable to conform fully to the sophisticated lifestyle identities marketed by the advertisers and the fashion and leisure industries, individuals seek out alternative ways of achieving self-perfection, by discovering ‘inner’ in place of ‘outer’ beauty.115

The internationalization of capitalist modernity (and attendant time-space compression in the age of high-speed telecommunications) has meant the ‘disembedding’ of individuals from their local communities (who are increasingly at the mercy of abstract relations ‘at-a-distance’). The same dynamic has generated vast transnational agglomerations of economic and political power (capitalist multinational companies, global finance networks, the WTO, World Bank, G8, etc.) which are impervious to the will of locally situated individuals. Problems of environmental pollution and international security are increasingly deterritorialized (though this is a long way from genuine ‘globalisation’). Feeling unable to shape the external socio-cultural world, individuals are thrown back on their ‘inner resources’, and instead seek to make a project out of the self. Self-improvement and self-affirmation become substitutes for collective attempts to reform or transform the external world of social relations. At the same time, the external social world is ‘subjectivised’ in the consciousness of the New Ager, as responsive or accommodating to his or her individualized practices of self-affirmation.

By and large, New Age would also fit into the sociologist Roy Wallis’s categorization of a ‘world-affirming movement’.116 This means that, across the diversity of New Age strands, the commonly emphasized goal of self-realization is not to be achieved by rejecting or transforming the outside world (which is fundamentally good), but by unblocking the self-potential of the individual to synchronize with the outside world. As Heelas observes, there are world-rejecting elements within New Age (such as an emphasis in some circles of the need of the individual to reject materialism or worldly success), but these are subordinated to the world-affirming elements. Most strands of New Age, however, affirm the possibility of the individual enjoying the best of both worlds, both spiritual self-fulfilment and also worldly status-realization.117 In the latter case, the emphasis on ‘spirituality’ is normally explicitly geared towards enhancing the capacity of the individual to perform and succeed in his or her private life and career, and to achieve personal desires and goals. Indeed, New Age is often tailored to appeal specifically to business executives, offering seminars and self-help manuals on matters such as public relations, personnel management and enhanced profit-making.

Hardly surprisingly, then, New Age is totally immersed in the commodity culture and managerial ethos of consumer capitalism. New Age is a highly profitable industry in its own right, marketing a wide range of ‘spiritual’ commodities (including books and magazines on meditation, shamanism, paganism, astrology, scientology, magic and astrology, a range of household ornaments and charms, tarot cards, Ouija boards, crystal balls, ‘ethnic’ jewellery, aromatherapy products, audio tapes of sounds from nature, and so on). Although some strands of New Age emphasize that the individual can acquire self-knowledge through ‘do-it-yourself’ means, others emphasize the indispensability of ‘outside helpers’ (gurus and therapists and trainers and masters of various kinds). There are consequently numerous New Age professional consultants offering guidance on spiritual well-being and self-development for a fee. New Age is, in this sense, as Hartwig puts it, a ‘user-pays religion for the middle classes’.118

I conclude that Bhaskar’s TDCR is deeply compromised by its reliance on New Age spiritualism to re-enchant the social and natural worlds. But what of his specific appeal to the Vedantic (and New Age) doctrine of reincarnation? Now, I wish to argue that this too is politically retrogressive. Before doing so, however, it is worth drawing attention to the philosophical difficulties of the concept of immortal souls and of reincarnation, or at least of Bhaskar’s attempt to establish these as legitimate objects of knowledge. The problem here is that Bhaskar’s philosophical defence of the reality of souls and their transmigration is logically unfounded, because it is based on typically cursory and (in this case erroneous) transcendental deductions. These are from: (1) the reality and causal efficacy of human intentionality; and (2) from the existence and alethic truth of God. Here (below) is the clearest expression of (1):


Deduction of the necessity for reincarnation turns essentially on three features: first, that of universal causality; second, that of the emergence, i.e. causal and taxonomic irreducibility, of intentional states to the physical states through which they are manifest; and third, following on from the first and second, (a) the causal explicability of intentional phenomena, presupposing the pre-existence and (b) the causal efficacy of intentional states implying the post-existence of the being who is the subject of the intentional state. The constituent in question is commonly called the soul.



Bhaskar’s chain of reasoning is as follows. First, mind-states, though emergent from brain-states, are irreducible to brain-states. Second, only subjects or selves can have intentional states. Both propositions are of course true. More importantly, for current purposes, they are logically consistent within the structure of Bhaskar’s argument. Finally, the causal efficacy of intentional states (in being put into practical action and translated into real-world events or effects), because this is necessarily a property of a subject who both predates and post-dates the intentional state, demonstrates the reality of the transmigration of souls! This, of course, is where the chain of logical reasoning disintegrates. This supports Bhaskar’s counter-intuitive conclusion that the ‘possibility of giving irreducibly psychological or socio-psychological explanations of intentional phenomena presupposes the pre-existence of the soul prior to the physical embodiment to or in which the phenomena may occur’.119 As Collier rightly says:


The argument seems to be that the causes (and he goes on to add, effects) of mental phenomena must themselves be mental. If my mind now has a wholly mental explanation, the chain of mental causes must stretch backwards forever — hence we are committed not just to reincarnation but to the eternal pre-existence of souls. Likewise, he continues to argue, with the chain of effects forwards. The idea might be called the causal autonomy of mind.120



Of course, it is true that if an intention is to be causally efficacious, the subject of that intentional state (i.e. a human agent) must exist prior to the intentional state. But there is no logical necessity for intentions to be translated into real-world actions, or for these real-world actions to generate real-world effects. Not all intentions are acted upon, and not all ‘activated’ intentions are causally efficacious. So there is no necessity to postulate an immortal soul (let alone a reincarnated soul) as the subject of the actions and effects of human intentionality. Moreover, even where intentions are turned into actions and effects, the subject of that intentional state need post-date it only in the sense of existing long enough to translate it into action. Again, there is no logical necessity to postulate the existence of a continuous subject (i.e. a soul, reincarnated or otherwise) who post-dates the agency of his or her intentionality, let alone its real-world effects. As Potter rightly concludes: ‘There may indeed be souls but their existence (not to mention reincarnation) cannot be proved in this manner’,121 i.e. by means of a transcendental deduction from the reality and efficacy of human intentionality.

Turning now to (2). According to Bhaskar, in his discussion of ‘Twelve Steps to Heaven’ (FEW),122 by establishing the reality of God, it is possible to deduce the reality of the other ideal-entities that populate his TDCR system, including and especially the immortal soul which is the subject of reincarnation. As Morgan summarizes his argument, the ‘soul is because authentic being is driven to fulfil the God-likeness of authentic being’.123 How does Bhaskar arrive at this conclusion? Well, his starting point is his philosophical affirmation of God. God is real because: (A) one can in consistency affirm the ontological existence of God, on the grounds that the epistemic relativity of our knowledge of being cannot refute God’s existence. God is real because: (B) despite experiential relativity (which renders our experiences of reality fallible), we can be sure that God is experienceable, because God is total, universal, transcendental and ingredient being. This ensures God is present in all of our relative experiences, and thus always partially experienced and known (whether we recognize this or not). So God exists not simply because he is knowable but because he is known.

Now I will not dwell on the logical defects of this formula, which of course presupposes rather than deduces that which requires explaining (God), the existence of which is ultimately founded on faith. The point is, for current purposes, that this chain of reasoning leads us eventually to the immortal soul. (C) is the proposition that since God is real, and is universal being (by virtue of being experienceable and experienced by human beings), God is therefore authentic being, the truth in all things. (D) is the proposition, following on from (C), that since God is the truth in everything, God must be the antithesis of evil (universal love). (E) is the proposition that, since God is truth (universal love), human beings can only realize their own truth (or essence) as God-like beings by engaging in practices which combat and overcome ‘structural sin’ (oppression, violence, inequality, exploitation, poverty, etc. — the manifold expressions of self-alienation) on the socio-historical terrain.

This is the ‘conatus to freedom’ that is built into both spiritual and socio-cultural practices, since struggling for freedom (for a society based on universal love), or rather its accomplishment, is the only way human beings can realize their essential selves. Another way of putting this is to say that since God is universal/transcendental being, and his being is truth (universal love), then essential human beings as godstuff must also be universal/transcendental being, albeit made self-conscious, whose being is also goodness (universal love). Because humans realize their God-like nature (or essential Godliness) by means of the absenting of social constraints on universal free-flourishing, only in achieving eudaimonia (heaven on earth) is their being completed (unity with God). This leaves us with the conclusion (F) that the immortal soul exists, since this is precisely a quality of universal/transcendental being, and finite human lives must continue (through the perpetual cycle of birth, death and rebirth) until such time as the self-completion of humanity (unity with God) is realized.

The chain of logical reasoning here breaks down not only right at the start (the unfounded God-concept), but also at the point where the being of God is said to be alethic truth and where this is defined as goodness (universal love). I have already argued that this conception of ontology fails because it is anthropocentric. This is the ‘category error’ of attributing to the objective structure of universal being properties and powers (moral values, ethical and normative judgements, truth-claims) that pertain only to a particular domain of nature (human beings: their forms of knowledge, social practices and social relations). This means that neither the case for the immortal soul nor for reincarnation is philosophically established by Bhaskar.

Here we might also pose the question of what occurs in terms of the logic of Bhaskar’s transcendental line of reasoning (in terms of what can be demonstrated to exist in reality — in this case, the immortal soul) if we start the sequence not from conditions that would establish the God-concept (as Bhaskar does) but from the concept of religion as an institutional and ideological phenomenon. Bhaskar affirms the reality of the immortal reincarnated soul by starting from the question-form: ‘What must be the case for God to exist?’ The answer he arrives at is that if God is real and is goodness then the soul, which is the subject of reincarnation, must also be real and have specific determinate properties. By the same logic, starting from the question-form, ‘What must be the case for the soul to exist?’, Bhaskar arrives at the reality of God. But, as Morgan points out, if we start instead from the question, ‘What must be the case for religion to exist?’, the chain of transcendental reasoning is equally supportive of a different conclusion. This is ‘that the concepts of God and the soul are themselves maya, and thus no more than false beliefs contributing to real structures of social ill’. This would render the transubstantiated soul itself an ideological construct with no reality beyond discourse.


The point that might be drawn from this, in terms of transcendental question forms, is that the persuasive status of the spiritual turn in CR requires both an additional elaboration of the structure of the internal argument, ‘What must be the case for God?’ and some account of why God should be the answer to the question, ‘What must be the case for religion?’ In their absence, the question form ‘What must be the case for God?’ leads all too easily to a position that undermines the claim that CR under-labours for science rather than over-determines discourse.124



Now, positing the reality of the immortal soul may be at least compatible with CR (insofar as CR’s insistence on epistemic relativism and fallibilism means its existence cannot be positively refuted). But, as Morgan rightly says:


The core commitment to fallibilism and openness [though] vital elements in critical realism … are highly permissive criteria. Their plausibility may stand alone as statements of epistemological commitments to a complex world that persists in escaping us … It follows, therefore, that if FEW is to be robustly defended, or arguments made in terms of it, one must do more than fall back on fallibilism and openness.



But Bhaskar does not provide a compelling argument that his ideal-objects (including the soul) do exist. Morgan argues that the philosopher or researcher should distinguish between the ‘plausibility’ and ‘persuasiveness’ of theoretical statements or concepts. Plausibility means that ‘a proposition, theory or concept is defended in terms of well-grounded general epistemological commitments that entail no apparent unintended contradiction, i.e. it is consistent in a way that demands that its possibility is at least considered and at best currently unrefuted’. Persuasiveness means that a proposition, theory or concept is immersed in a problem-area, which is the subject of dispute or debate by competing research traditions, which engages with the ideas of rivals (i.e. with alternative theoretical formulations of the relevant object or objects of study), and which ‘is enhanced through the presentation of applied [empirical] research that accords with its principles’.125

Whilst I agree with the substance of this, I find the semantics unhelpful. On the one hand, for me a concept or theory is plausible if it is persuasive, so there is no clear dividing line between the two. An especially plausible theory, inasmuch as it is better than competitors (on various rational grounds), may be said to be persuasive. On the other hand, Morgan’s criterion of plausibility of a theoretical proposition seems to me better understood as a criterion of feasibility (i.e. a theory may be said to be feasible if it is not self-contradictory or decisively compromised by counterfactuals). To this I might add a further contender: a theory may also be possible (by virtue of epistemic relativity and fallibilism it cannot be refuted), though under-determined by philosophical reasoning, by virtue of errors of logic and weakly-argued concepts. One can be convinced that a theoretical statement establishes the possibility of an existent, without being convinced that it has established its feasibility as an object of knowledge (where the latter at least is based on a consistent or internally coherent case). To be persuasive, Bhaskar’s ideal-concepts must do more than be self-consistent within a theoretical discourse, or offer feasible accounts of proposed objects of knowledge, or be currently unrefuted in terms of observed phenomena. The point is that, although the theoretical propositions of Bhaskar’s TDCR sometimes meet the criterion of feasibility, often they do not, and they fall a long way short of the criterion of plausibility/ persuasiveness, as I hope to have demonstrated in this chapter.

Although Bhaskar begins his defence of the soul (and God) from the starting point of openness and fallibilism, his arguments do not engage with rival research traditions that might have a bearing on the issues, or consider the adequacy of alternative explanations of the posited objects of knowledge, or of conceptualizations that dispute the reality of the posited objects. Nor are his key theoretical propositions empirically supported, critically evaluated, or sensitive to problems of radical evidential under-labouring. The ontological reality of his ‘denizens of the astral and causal worlds, including discarnate souls’,126 which, where these are not derived from indecisive transcendental logic-forms, are affirmed on the basis of ‘special’ activities and experiences (meditation, prayer, telepathy, paranormal phenomena, intuition, etc.). But whether these activities and experiences are ‘special’ in the specified (soul-affirming) ways is precisely the point at issue. Bhaskar simply asserts that they are, without supporting empirical investigation.

In the absence of a persuasive philosophical argument, or supporting investigation, we are entitled to inquire of the evidential basis of belief in reincarnated souls, and if this is lacking, we are entitled to regard the belief as unjustified. Morgan is right: ‘The recovery of the empirical from the ideology of empiricism has been one of … [CR’s] great strengths since RTS … It is disappointing, therefore, and to the detriment of the persuasiveness of the work [FEW], that such investigations is absent.’127 Empirical evidence of the existence of reincarnation would consist, as Collier suggests, of ‘people claiming to remember past lives and their seeming memories being checked against facts about the period known to historians but not available to the claimant by ordinary historical knowledge’. On this criterion, however, the concept of reincarnation is unfounded. For, although there is some evidence for it (albeit disputed and often explainable in other ways — such as the claimant’s deeper historical knowledge acquired through research or education), there is, as Collier notes, ‘much less than one would expect were reincarnation true’.128

So far I have explored the chief philosophical problems with Bhaskar’s attempt to establish the necessity of souls and reincarnation as integral to the ontological substance of TDCR. But what of the political difficulties I have alluded to? If anything, Bhaskar’s embrace of the Vedic theistic doctrine of reincarnation is even more corrosive of the emancipatory goals of his philosophy than his general embrace of New Age spiritualism. This threatens to empty his dialectics of freedom of any positive content. Bhaskar insists that we avoid imposing moral judgements on each other, on the grounds we have ‘all been rich and poor, male and female, oppressor and oppressed’.129 This is a deeply conservative doctrine, since anger at injustice and its agents is the source of progressive struggle for change, so this non-judgementalism is a recipe for toleration. Consequently, if we were to act on Bhaskar’s injunction to avoid judgementalism, this would take the heat out of the positive energies and motives of those who wish to resist oppressive socio-cultural structures and their agents.

The oppressor may be guilty of the most wicked acts, but his/her transcendent soul (which is the essence of the real Self) is blameless. Deep down we are all essentially God (even our enemies), and we have all been on the wrong side in previous lives. For the downtrodden, then, opium is provided to dull the pain: we are infinite and our future lives may be better. Equally, if, as Bhaskar puts it, ‘we only get just what we choose, or rather what we get is just an aspect of what we do’,130 then we should not feel anger or bitterness over our lot. No one else is to blame. To think otherwise is to be alienated from our dharma. Thus, the ideology of reincarnation soothes the pain of oppression, alienation or exploitation, and thereby reconciles us to existing social relations. This, of course, was exactly the function of the Vedantic doctrine of reincarnation in traditional Hindu society: stabilizing the caste system of social stratification.131

This draws our attention to the broader problem of political quiescence that is integral to Bhaskar’s TDCR system. Bhaskar says that humans are essentially God or emergent forms of God. Bhaskar also says that self-realization can be achieved by means of the dialectics of inaction or self-meditation (on the transcendental plane). Bhaskar also affirms that the transmigration of souls moves us inexorably towards a spiritual eudaimonia. But, if all this is so, Bhaskar’s philosophy becomes at best ambivalent on the need for life-and-death political struggles in the material world to destroy oppressive or exploitative social relations. The spiritual can become a substitute for the material, particularly since TDCR Bhaskar eschews socio-historical analysis, or any substantive engagement with the contradictions of late capitalist modernity.

Fine structure and cosmic envelope

Bhaskar’s FEW, it transpired, marked the earliest phase of his TDCR philosophy. This was later consolidated as the TDCR philosophy of MR. As we have seen, the chief innovation here was the abrupt ditching of the God-concept in favour of the more secular-friendly (or so Bhaskar intends) concepts of fine structure and cosmic envelope, plus Bhaskar’s attempt to establish the necessity of endorsing the reality of these MR concepts by means of transcendental arguments. Now Bhaskar’s abrupt abandonment of his theism (within three years of his embrace of it), is a little disconcerting. For the religious-minded members of the CR community, I imagine it would seem rather cavalier. For having positively asserted the necessity of affirming God’s reality (and of affirming the positive characteristics that he attributed to God), Bhaskar suddenly intimated that he was never terribly set on the God-concept at all! God-talk was apparently a strategy to prepare readers for the (non-theistic, perhaps) concept of cosmic envelope and all that entails. As Bhaskar explains:


In From East to West spirituality was conceived in a religious vein, but it turned out to be a transitional work. The position I’m now arguing for is still compatible with a religious interpretation of the basic concepts, but it’s equally compatible with a secular interpretation. What I’m trying to do the whole time is give people new arguments, new ideas, new thoughts, new concepts. So if I want to talk about the cosmic envelope, first I have to make that intelligible by talking about god. Then people come in and have a go at me. You remember in Dialectic: the Pulse of Freedom I talked about ultimata. So I say OK, let’s withdraw god — but at least you know the sort of thing I’m talking about — let’s talk about the cosmic envelope.132



However, replacing God with the concepts of fine structure and cosmic envelope has done nothing to moderate the idealization or spiritualization of being that characterized FEW The system of MR remains mystical to the core. Arguably, too, the later incarnation of TDCR remains dependent on a (now unacknowledged) theism. Or at least this is what I will argue below.

To recapitulate, the philosophy of MR is built around the two-tier stratification of the world between the levels of the demi-real and the real. The demi-real is the inessential and secondary order of dualistic relations (of human beings with each other and the rest of nature), which is utterly parasitic or dependent on the underlying essential level of non-duality. The domain of non-duality is the fine structure of the cosmic envelope, which is accessible by means of our connectivity with our own ground-state properties. The fine structure or cosmic envelope is the binding force of universal co-presence or ‘total identity-relations’ (explicitly identified as universal love or selfless solidarity) that holds the cosmos together. This is a kind of spiritual force field, and is also the ultimate categorial structure and active ingredient of being. So the essential ontological reality that fine structure represents is existential goodness, rightness and truth (which comprise creativity and spontaneity and other positive energies). By connecting with our ground-state properties, we human beings enter non-dual relations with fine structure.

As Bhaskar explains:


everything’s that’s manifested in the social world and in the natural cosmos depends upon ground-state qualities. Now these can be abused and appropriated — of course, terrible things happen in the world. But they are in an important sense parasitic. Actually I don’t think there’s any energy which is not dependent upon the basic level of energy, which is at one with the cosmos. This feeds in through our ground states, and in this sense my position is ultimately materialist … What you can say about our most basic level is that at it we’re one with the rest of the cosmos. Let’s think about this. If we’re not one with the rest of the cosmos, if we’re not in that cosmos, if we’re not bound in that cosmos, then we would have to be in two separate cosmoses. And if we’re in two separate cosmoses, then we’re not in any kind of interaction, we’re not connected.133



So non-dual relations amongst human beings and human communities are possible because of a manifestation of the deeper non-duality of universal being. This is because the ‘total interconnectivity’ of being means that all the structures and energies of the cosmos are implicit in every human being and vice versa. Moreover, by connecting with our ground-state properties, and thereby connecting with fine structure, this binds us to ‘ethical right-action’. This is the ethic of nurture and disharm and universal free-flourishing, which logically entails the eudaimonic project.

Now, one difficulty with Bhaskar’s concepts of fine structure and the cosmic envelope is that they are analytically imprecise and riddled with ambiguity. At times Bhaskar suggests that fine structure and cosmic envelope just mean the ‘differentiated unity’ of being. But he also suggests that these concepts denote the ‘general form’ of being. The trouble is, if being is internally differentiated, it would appear not to possess a general form. Bhaskar also intimates that fine structure or cosmic envelope is the ‘ultimatum’ of being. But if these concepts refer us to the totality of being, it would appear unnecessary to draw our attention to the fact these indicate its most fundamental structure. So why do so? In practice it would seem that Bhaskar’s real position is that fine structure refers to the unity not the differentia of being. This would be consistent with his insistence that fine structure is non-dual and co-present. Yet the cosmic envelope concept also implies that there is some field or force that precisely bounds or coheres the universe. Again, this position is not consistent with the idea that being simply is a differentiated totality. Without that ‘binding’ and ‘unifying’ force, presumably the universe would fly apart. In this case, the cosmic envelope would appear to be both the ultimate structure of (non-dual) being and some kind of ingredient energy that ensures the emergent structures are bound together as part of a totality.

In as much as the cosmic envelope concept appears to denote some kind of binding or unifying force or energy, which is as yet undiscovered by science, it would seem inherently speculative and perhaps mystical. Or at least it would if Bhaskar’s transcendental deductions of the reality of fine structure did not do their work. From the perspective of MR, being is not simply the stratified monism of matter-in-motion, but is a ‘something’ that both founds and envelops it as one. The trouble is, this move is not necessary for an intelligible ontology of being; it invites the application of Ockham’s Razor. We know from our existing empirical scientific knowledge-base, and from the successful transcendental argument of Bhaskar himself, that stratification, emergence and the self-motion of matter is real. Insofar as material reality is systemic and evolving (which is what our sciences tell us), there is a fundamental element of unity to being. But, insofar as material reality is stratified (which is, again, validated by our sciences), there is also a fundamental element of difference. This is what the sciences tell us. If we base our ontology on the sciences, then, reality is neither essentially dual nor non-dual. It is, rather, just a differentiated totality. Conversely, if we are to accept the additional argument of Bhaskar that reality is essentially or fundamentally non-dual, with duality simply parasitic on non-duality (which is apparently what fine structure and cosmic envelope means), then the burden is on him to provide a persuasive philosophical defence of the idea. In its absence, we will have to conclude that these Bhaskarian concepts are just unfounded metaphysical conjectures (like those of the aether or phlogiston), and we will have to take our ontological stand with science.

As we have seen, Bhaskar deduces the necessity of endorsing the reality of ground-state properties and fine structure (as relations of co-presence or non-duality) from everyday human experiences and practices as well as from the spiritual disciplines that powered his dialectics of ‘inaction’ in FEW. Bhaskar claims that all forms of human action presuppose or are dependent on the essential non-duality of being. More controversially, as we have seen, Bhaskar seeks to demonstrate that the dualistic order of the demi-real (the world of socio-cultural structures and practices) is secondary and inessential, and absolutely dependent on the fundamental or essential structure of non-duality (grasped as fine structure or cosmic envelope — the ultimatum and ingredient and binding force of universal love). To these ends, Bhaskar argues that all dualistic (alienated, oppressive, negative, etc.) activities or practices (racial violence, imperialism, war, class exploitation, capitalist enterprise, etc.) that characterize demi-reality necessarily presuppose non-dualistic motives or intentions or activities (those of selfless solidarity or unconditional love).

There are a number of fundamental problems with these arguments. The first is that, from the point of view of evaluating the central concepts of MR, Bhaskar’s claim that spiritual-meditative practices provide secure access to fine structure is simply taken for granted by the author, without any argument or evidence that I can detect. Apparently, Bhaskar is basing this assertion on his own subjective experience of the effects of such practices. But if so this is unlikely to impress those who are sceptical of the objective spiritual meaning or value (contact with God or some other ultimatum) attributed to such experiences, particularly those who would insist on scientific standards of public corroboration for knowledge-claims. After all, subjective experience is not always a reliable guide to the nature of structures beneath or beyond the world of sense-data (if it were, science would be unnecessary). And this might especially be the case for those subjective experiences that are facilitated by means of ‘spiritual’ practices and disciplines (often drug-assisted) that alter perception in ways not fully understood by science.

However, Bhaskar does have philosophical arguments for fine structure and cosmic envelope. As we have seen, he attempts to establish the incontrovertibility of these concepts by means of transcendental deductions of the necessary state of the world from a diverse range of human and social experiences and practices. The reality of non-dual relations or experiences in the human and social worlds are said by Bhaskar to demonstrate the reality of fine structure (as universal non-duality). But this takes us on to the second fundamental problem of the MR (TDCR) system. This is that Bhaskar simply assumes that fine structure or cosmic envelope is immediately accessible to everyday human experiences. The deeper ontological reality of fine structure is apparently immediately active or present in everyday human agency and consciousness and can be immediately grasped as such (i.e. as relations of co-presence). This is a remarkable leap, i.e. directly from immediate sense-experience to the fundamental ‘ur-stuff’ of the cosmic whole. For current purposes, however, the key problem is that Bhaskar fails to establish any logical necessity why the alleged reality of fine structure should be translated into immediate or direct human experience or knowledge of its reality.

Another fundamental problem of MR (TDCR) is simply that the attempted deductions of the reality of the MR concepts are just indecisive at best. They simply do not establish the necessity of endorsing cosmic envelopes or fine structures. These deductions depend on Bhaskar’s premise that human agents do actually achieve relationships of non-duality or co-presence with each other and with the world. According to Bhaskar, because humans are capable of transcendental identity-relations, this evidences an underlying state of affairs that is the sustaining energy of these capabilities. The obvious riposte here, of course, is that this holds true only if the capabilities of human beings to form transcendental identity-relations is a deeper ontological constituent of the world. If this capacity is simply an emergent power of a particular species (ourselves), its mere existence does nothing to establish the reality of fine structure. It is quite possible in theory for identity-relations to exist at some level of being without existing at all. Humans may just be the kind of creatures who identify with their fellow beings and with their wider natural relations, but without this identification being reciprocated. Bhaskar’s argument, unfortunately, simply does not get to grips with this possibility. This renders the MR concepts radically under-theorized.

But Bhaskar does not even establish that humans are capable of achieving or sustaining this rarified level of ‘total connectivity’. This is another critical absence in the philosophical system of MR. Undoubtedly humans do attempt to identify with each other and with other features of their environment. However, this does not demonstrate that these efforts necessarily secure the possibility of non-dual relations as an established reality of human-being-in-nature. Identification is not necessarily identity. As Morgan rightly says:


Practices seeking identity or non-duality may themselves be simply falsely premised. My sense of non-duality may itself be illusion brought on by the state induced by the practice of meditation as false consciousness. Equally, of course, it may not be. The point is that Bhaskar’s argument as it is cannot persuade us either way.134



By way of illustration of this point, let us consider Bhaskar’s example of communication. If I speak, and someone listens, this demonstrates at best that they understand the meaning I intend to convey. At worst, I speak, and the hearer does not understand my words or does not recognize me — so there is no identity between us. In the ideal situation, the hearer has immediate knowledge of the meaning of my words. So this is a kind of non-duality. But this hardly demonstrates a deeper ‘ground-state’ non-duality between speaker and hearer. Consequently, then, nor does it establish the reality of the essential primordial non-duality (oneness) of fine structure.

The hearer may understand the meaning of the words of the speaker, but misunderstand the motive behind them. The speaker may use words ideologically to deceive or mislead the hearer, in order to secure some strategic or instrumental goal. The hearer may find the speaker’s words false or objectionable — e.g. on factual, political or ethical grounds — and communication may become a heated verbal dispute en route perhaps to becoming a physical one. Speaker and hearer may be oppressor and oppressed, master and slave, and the words of the master may be commands, perfectly understood by the slave, but which elicit the humiliation and degradation of the slave. Of course, communication presupposes that people strive towards mutual identification, but the point is this aspiration does not necessitate that the act of identifying become the accomplished reality of co-presence or non-duality (at the level of human interactions). But, if so, the mere aspiration and attempt at identification (on some level) that communication entails can hardly be demonstrative of the primacy of non-duality in the fine structure of the cosmic envelope, as Bhaskar asserts.

To be fair to Bhaskar, at times he suggests that successful communication is not actually a manifestation of total identity-relations (or universal love, as he puts it), though he does suggest that it is dependent on love (in some unspecified sense):


This non-duality is the sort of non-duality I refer to when I talk about you immediately understanding me. That doesn’t necessarily involve love. You can say that transcendental identification in consciousness in your immediate understanding is possibly in some way connected up with love.135



But this just confuses things, for Bhaskar has insisted that all human acts have a fundamental basis in selfless solidarity (universal co-presence). The problem is that Bhaskar has not made an argument that establishes that such communicative acts are either ‘connected with’ or ‘based upon’ transcendental identity-relations, and referring to an unspecified ‘connection’ is just plain vague. Why are such acts ‘transcendental’? What exactly do they transcend? When I speak, you understand because of very specific historical circumstances. First, we share a common biological inheritance, the product of evolutionary emergence (so perhaps common needs and capacities), and we share the same terrestrial object-world as a reference point, at its current stage of natural evolution, and as ‘humanized’ by the history of our collective labours. Second, we speak the same language and we share the same socio-cultural action environments (as members of particular communities or societies). Finally, we are all denizens of the modern world — a world that is shrinking under the auspices of ‘globalisation’, which is subject to the universalizing logic of capital and commodity relations, and in which we are seeing the cross-fertilization of cultures and ethnicities. None of these are transcendental bases that make rational cross-cultural understanding possible.

At times Bhaskar appears to infer non-duality in human relations or activities simply from the fact that there is an element of spontaneity and creativity in human behaviour. Here, Bhaskar affirms the reality of ex nihilo human creativity to demonstrate his case. Bhaskar introduced the idea of human creativity ex nihilo in FEW. Here he contends that it is ‘ingredient in every genuine act … in mimetic reproduction of and heterocosmic affinity with God’s creation of the world’.136 In his MR writings, of course, God-talk is decentred, but the concept of ex nihilo human creativity retains its place. By ex nihilo creativity Bhaskar means an innovative idea or transformative action that could neither be induced nor deduced from its media or environment or from antecedent conditions or experiences. It is an unconditioned idea or act (or perhaps aspect of an idea or act), devoid of material or structural constraints (or enablements). It literally emerges ‘out of the blue’, ‘from the gap, pause or silence … or from the unbounded vacuum state’. Bhaskar claims that this kind of transcendence ‘is essential to scientific discovery’, since here new concepts or theories emerge spontaneously ‘not from the existing field of data’, but ‘from the space between and beyond, from nowhere’. But he also affirms that this kind of creativity ‘is essential to … all human activity’.137

In FEW, Bhaskar argued that human creativity ex nihilo was possible because humans were essentially God or emergent forms of God. Because God’s creativity was ‘always an emergence out of … nothing … and ideally spontaneous, i.e. without mediation’,138 so human creativity was necessarily of the same status. However, in MR, this ex nihilo human creativity is possible, Bhaskar says, only because of the fundamental intuitive connectivity of human beings with the fine structure of the cosmos, which can be accessed immediately in a flash of inspirational creativity, as thought and reality spontaneously become identical. Bhaskar gives the example of Newton’s innovation of his theory of gravity to illustrate what he is getting at:


Let’s take science for a moment. Consider what happens when Newton is painfully working away and is getting close to the concept of gravity but hasn’t quite got it, takes a walk in the afternoon, isn’t thinking, sees an apple fall to the ground, and wow! Gravity; it’s not the apple falling to the ground, the earth is pulling the apple. Things are constituted by fields of force in virtue of which heavy bodies are pulled to them … This comes out of the blue … in a flash. This is the really important thing. There’s no algorithm for this magical logic, this transcendental moment in which something comes out of the blue. All creativity is like that. It wouldn’t be creativity if it could be induced or deduced from what was there before! … What I conjecture happens when a moment of scientific breakthrough occurs is that the scientist … comes into contact with the alethic truth of the phenomenal field. He actually comes into a relationship of identity with the truth which is going to revolutionize and transform the conceptual field.139



On a more mundane and everyday level, non-dual relations are established by Bhaskar in every human activity, since these are always spontaneous and creative. Because there is always a ‘moment’ when thinking stops and action occurs, this itself demonstrates the reality of non-duality, since such acts are then immediately connected to their goals or objects or environment.

A fundamental difficulty with Bhaskar’s attribution of unconstrained spontaneity and creativity to every human act is that it makes it impossible to speak of degrees of spontaneity and constraint in human agency and socio-cultural practices. Here ‘spontaneous’ and ‘creative’ action is defined so loosely that no meaningful distinction between it and action that is coerced or habitualized or routinized can be made. Simply because a pre-planned act must at some point become an actual act, this apparently is sufficient to make it ‘spontaneous’ and ‘creative’. The deeper difficulty here, of course, is the huge conceptual and logical leap that follows, from the fact that human agency and consciousness has a component of creativity and spontaneity, to the notion that this is ‘unbounded’ by anything outside or anterior to itself, and evidences the universal co-presence or oneness of cosmic being. By definitional fiat, innovative and creative human acts (material or ideational) are rendered beyond mediation and are deemed ‘non-dual’ (that is, identical with or in perfect accord with someone or something).

Bhaskar is, of course, right to draw our attention to the creative dimension to science. But this does not necessarily mean that scientific discoveries come literally ‘out of the blue’ as a transcendental moment, that is, as something out of nothing, creation ex nihilo. There are good reasons to think that the notion of human creativity does not commit us to ex nihilo creativity.

First, and most obviously, the creativity of science and the scientist is dependent on the stratified structure of natural necessity. Science would not be possible unless the phenomenal or sensuous domain of reality (which is immediately accessible to scientific observation and study) is generated by underlying structures that provide us with clues or cues to their causative functioning. Nor would science be possible unless the mindless algorithm of natural selection in the hominoid line had not provided us with particular sense-organs (large brains, hands, eyes, ears, vocal organs and minds) that allow us epistemological and communicative access to the domain of the actual and hence to its underlying structural mechanisms. Bhaskar, the philosopher of CR, presumably would not deny this, but to admit as much is already to deny that human creativity (including that of the scientist) can come from the ‘unbounded or vacuum state’, ‘without mediation’, ‘from nowhere’.

Second, the creativity of science and the scientist was historically dependent on the social relations and cultural forms of capitalist modernity. Science has ‘happened’ because humans have recently developed the kinds of social relations of production that have generated both the vested social interests in scientific research and development and the technological infrastructure and resources necessary to sustain scientific research and development. Finally, the creativity of science and the scientist is dependent on the institutionalized norms, values, disciplines of thought, intellectual training, accumulated knowledge-base and data field, and general cultural ethos and sensibilities of the scientific community itself, and those of its particular branches or subdisciplines.

The painstaking labours of the scientist in his laboratory, working with the existing conceptual field, utilizing the existing technostructure of observation and experimentation, cognizant of the conceptual and empirical anomalies of the existing thought-objects, and who is actively engaged in resolving these anomalies, all these provide practical and conceptual prerequisites for the creative breakthrough. In the absence of these antecedent conditions and mediating factors, the moment of innovation could not occur. There could not have been a Marx before a Ricardo or an Einstein before a Newton. Nor could the breakthrough occur unless the scientist had been educated into the cultural norms and values of science. The scientist is expected to devote himself or herself to a specific vocation or Calling — the systematic expansion of knowledge of natural processes. The scientist is taught to value the idea of Truth (correspondence of theory to the real state of the world) and to apply various measuring standards by which such objectivity may be validated (internal consistency, explanatory power, resistance to empirical falsification, capacity for internal development, etc.). Without these values and norms, there would be no science, just sophistry and metaphysical speculation.

Nor could the creative breakthrough occur unless the scientist had been trained in specific logical or rational methods of thought — those pertaining to the research field in particular and the scientific outlook in general. The scientific outlook recommends that the researcher distrust surface appearances, imagine alternative conceptualizations that might explain the empirical data and minimize anomalies in the data-field, or that might improve the explanatory power of theories in a research programme. The scientist is expected to make bold conjectures. Viewed from this kind of perspective, Newton’s insight that the falling apple might be pulled to earth rather than merely falling was possible because it was an interpretation logically consistent with or deducible from the observational data. So the nature of the creativity deployed here was not necessarily ex nihilo. The idea of gravity did not necessarily come from just nowhere. Rather, arguably, it was logically deducible by thinking ‘back to front’. This deductive reasoning is a highly creative process; it is no mere rearrangement of existing thought-objects or conceptual schemas. It is about hypothesizing a state or affairs or chain of events (on the basis of rational possibilities) where the existing evidence and knowledge either cannot settle the issue or supports a theory that has significant gaps or anomalies. There seems no reason to deny, as Bhaskar does, that this might be the kind of creativity employed by Newton, Einstein, Ricardo, Marx, Darwin and every other scientist (natural or social) who has significantly contributed to human knowledge. There seems no reason why we must affirm, with Bhaskar, that this creativity is ex nihilo.

Of course, as Hostettler and Norrie have observed, there is more than an element of equivocation and confusion in Bhaskar’s invocation of human creativity ex nihilo. He does say, for example, that ‘the ground for the creative discovery must be prepared’.140 Elsewhere Bhaskar claims that ex nihilo creativity is simply what he ‘argued for in A Realist Theory of Science: the irreducibility of emergence, of novelty’:


Now how can you make sense of this coming into being of what wasn’t there before? … You can see that it was enfolded, implicit, a potential; and this is very important for critical realism — it’s dispositional realism … The analysis of tendencies — of laws as tendencies — doesn’t hold unless you believe that the tendency can be real even when it’s not exercised, and that its exercise can be real even when it’s not actualized.141



But the concession that human creativity has ‘grounds’ or ‘conditions’ would appear to make it less than ex nihilo. And the claim that creativity means emergence does not establish that it must be ex nihilo. Bhaskar should know this, since he rightly rejected the concept of ex nihilo creativity in DPF, and had nothing to say about it before then. Creation ex nihilo, or creation out of nothing, is (it seems to me) a logical impossibility, since all forms of production require certain prerequisites or antecedent conditions. The concept is a theological one, designed to affirm that God created the natural world (and perhaps was self-creative) from non-being or nothingness. In the human world, creation requires raw materials, a creative self-conscious agent, certain tools and technologies, particular social relations and cultural practices, and so on. As I have suggested, even the production of conceptions is not ex nihilo, since complex theoretical ideas (such as Newton’s theory of gravity) can be thought only within the medium of the symbols of language. But language, of course, is a social and material product (‘agitated layers of air’, as Marx described it),142 and would not exist if humans had not evolved large brains and sophisticated vocal organs. Stratification and emergence in nature are undoubtedly novel and creative. But emergent material forms are precisely preservative sublations of lower-level structures: there cannot be minds without brains or organisms without cells or cells without molecules or molecules without atoms. Causal powers and tendencies (whether actualized or not) exist by virtue of structures. They are not ex nihilo.

However, Bhaskar goes on to say that human creativity is ‘typically from a transcendent cause on to an immanent ground’.143 Here, Bhaskar is arguing that human creativity is ex nihilo by virtue of being de novo. This, he thinks, makes it different from mere material emergence in the natural world. Bhaskar is right that human creativity is different from creativity on the terrain of purely physical being, because it depends on consciousness and self-consciousness — hence on our powers of imagination and abstraction and reflection. It is self-conscious creativity. Human beings, unlike the rest of organic and inorganic nature, can dream up new ways of doing things. But, again, this does not necessarily make human creativity ex nihilo. As Hostettler and Norrie observe: ‘There is a significant difference between creation ex nihilo and creation de novo. The latter is consistent with material emergence, the former requires something more.’ De novo creativity commits us simply to the idea that creativity is novelty, that something new has been generated (whether by a physical or mental act), that a new beginning has been made. But it does not commit us to the idea that the creative act emerges from just nothing.

Why is Bhaskar committed to human creativity ex nihilo? I think that Hostettler and Norrie have a decisive answer:


There is a conflation here of material processes and how they work and transcendental ur-processes and how they work. This is central to Bhaskar’s attempt to formulate a guarantee for the real possibility of the ideal … Human creativity is now conceived as essentially unconstrained in the sense that there could be no historical conditions under which establishing a tendency towards realising the ideal was not possible. Social creativity is being defined as transcendent such that there could be no historical obstacles to the realisation of eudaimonia. The social totality is reconceived as open in the sense that there are now infinite pathways both to and from the threshold of the eudaimonistic society.144



So human creativity ex nihilo is Bhaskar’s attempt to demonstrate the reality of the boundless Promethean super-humanism he attributes to human beings. It is his method of showing that humans possess essential transcendental powers, despite the effects of historical and socio-cultural conditioning. As Bhaskar affirms: ‘You have the possibility of an infinite number of languages, and you have the possibility of great grace and goodness bursting from you, and possibilities that you’ve never dreamt of. All that is implicit and enfolded.’145 Human creativity ex nihilo is the philosophical ground of Bhaskar’s affirmation that humans are the kinds of creatures that are capable everywhere of attaining a state of selfless connectivity or identity with each other and with the totality of being, irrespective of social or historical circumstances. Unconstrained human creativity is what establishes Bhaskar’s Ideal (a global society based on universal love and egoless solidarity with all things) as a real historical possibility.

However, as Hostettler and Norrie point out,


the problems of concrete historicity are effectively sidestepped with a definition of human creativity which treats it, a priori, in terms of its grounding in the possibility of realising the ultimate. Human creativity is just assumed to be such that it can realise the ideal (so that the only real ‘historical’ problem is bringing the ideal about!).146



In his MR writings, human creation ex nihilo is Bhaskar’s ‘historical by-pass’ of moving directly from human creativity and innovation to the reality of fine structure and the cosmic envelope (identity-relations as the essence of being):


You can even say … that, in so far as we’re part of the cosmos, and supposing we originated from the big bang, then everything must be implicit in me — and you have what I call the generalized theory of co-presence; that is to say, I contain within me (and you within you) everything that’s there as a potentiality. In these acts of transcendental identification … I identify with what is already there within me.147



But, although it is true that powers exist when unexercised or unactualized, so there is nothing much wrong with dispositional realism in principle, we have here once again the idealization of human powers and potentials, so that these appear almost free-floating essentials, anchored free of the material constraints of our species and social being. How is it within our species potentia that any individual may learn an ‘infinite’ number of languages? This just does not seem possible. First, individuals do not possess the same cognitive abilities — some will struggle, for example, to acquire a single new language, let alone a multiplicity of such languages. Accepting that differential cognitive abilities are conditioned by hierarchic and oppressive social relations (class, ‘ethnicity’, etc.), this does not make it plausible that differential human abilities are simply reducible to socio-cultural advantages and disadvantages. Even in a eudaimonic society, such differences would persist, only they would not be translated into socio-cultural inequalities (or legitimations of such inequalities). Second, the finitude of the human life-cycle presumably places definite limitations on our language-acquiring capacity, not least because much of our time must be used up in other activities — such as feeding, clothing and sheltering ourselves, rearing a family, maintaining a friendship network, pursuing a career, participating in culture and politics, and so on.

As for ‘generalized co-presence’, this simply does not follow necessarily from Bhaskar’s stratified monism. Yes, my existence presupposes the history of the cosmos, so that the elementary structures of the universe (physical, chemical, genetical) are implicit in my being. But that does not mean that I contain the entire potential of every form of being. That is simply because I am not every kind of being, so I cannot transcendentally be co-present with everything that has existed or can possibly exist. Rather, I am the product of a particular pathway of natural evolution, one of many different pathways, many of which were activated, but many of which were not, and now cannot be. The particular evolutionary algorithm of which I am a product is the hominoid line, which has generated the structure of my specifically human species-characteristics. My liabilities and potentials are not those of the species that have emerged from alternative evolutionary lineages, and my potential is bound by the history of the particular biological structure-in-process of which I am a product, not by being ‘in general’. Thus, as a human being, I do not have the potential to photosynthesize or sprout wings or, I would suggest, the capacity for moral perfection. I cannot experience the world in the same way that, say, the dog or the spider does, because I do not possess the sense-organs of dogs or spiders. Moreover, as the member of a finite species, with a definite location in space and time, I can know nothing of forms of organic life that might supersede those of my own kind, or those which might exist in distant reaches of the universe.

But, as we have seen, Bhaskar also attempts to deduce the reality of fine structure and cosmic envelope from what he calls ‘holistic non-duality’ (synchronized group practices or activities). However, Bhaskar’s references to these collective human activities (such as team sports, or the performance of an orchestra, or the successful navigation of people in crowds) do not help his case. Why not, for example, interpret the synchronicity of the orchestra as the result of repetitious action — drilling and rehearsal and training — rather than as an incidence of spontaneous ‘connectivity’ of humans in their ground-states and hence with the underlying non-duality of being? I suppose this can be ruled out by Bhaskar because he has effectively dissolved a meaningful contrast between disciplined and spontaneous action. How does the fact that people manage to avoid colliding with each other on the street demonstrate a deep ontological (spontaneously accessed) state of oneness or perhaps harmony between human beings and with the physical environment? Why not simply interpret this as an imperfect tacit skill or ability pertaining specifically to human beings (or at least the higher social species), which is an emergent property of the brain-CNS complex, or (in the case of human beings) of the brain-CNS-personality complex?

Such emergent abilities would then pertain specifically to finite creatures, not guaranteed by the synchronicity of universal being. They would not necessarily evidence relations of co-presence at the level of our ground-state properties, or the deeper reality of identity-relations at the level of fine structure. Instead they would demonstrate simply the natural selection of genes that have allowed the development of sensory organs (and cognitive-sensory-personality interfaces at the organismic level), which allow a more-or-less satisfactory (but also imperfect) navigation of ‘a genuinely, and at all levels, external environment’.148 As Morgan rightly says, identification in action or consciousness with people or things or with the media or environments of action may be a construct of the human imagination (the ‘inner eye’), physiologically and practically mediated, which simulates ‘identity-relations’ with ‘outsider-reality’ in order to interact socially or with the world of objects, without that total connectivity existing in reality.149

This skill would then be an evolutionary ‘good trick’ to facilitate subject-subject (social) relations and subject-object (non-social) relations that pertain specifically to humanity’s species-being. In this case, the human capacities of imagination and simulation, and those of self-conscious intentionality that support them, are likely to be ‘material powers of the brain that have developed through natural selection’. These abilities may be interpreted as ‘a useful heuristic device in efficiently repeating behaviours and also in reducing error and in reducing risk within an otherwise dangerously unpredictable universe’.150 However, because this internal faculty of simulation and imaginative reconstruction of ‘outside reality’ is a cognitive property of the human being, and is not a property of natural necessity more generally, it is unlikely to secure ‘total interconnectivity’ between subjective and objective reality. Thus misinterpretation and misrecognition (duality) is inevitable.

Equally, at the level of the individual human organism, physical activities or practices that are initially plotted and enacted and monitored in a conscious way may become programmed into the brain and CNS (as ‘muscle-memory’).151 In this case, everyday activities and practices in relation to the physical environment, which at first (when self-consciously enacted) were clumsy and error-strewn, become ‘second-nature’ and better synchronized with their objects and environment. Indeed, their efficiency is now adversely affected by the intervention of thought into the process. If this is so, our ability to spontaneously interact and act successfully with the external world of people and things, without self-conscious focus on the task in hand, would evidence not the essential immediate ontological non-duality of being (the identity of human ground-states properties with fine structure). Instead, this would evidence a neurophysiologically conditioned attribute of the human organism. This would explain Bhaskar’s ‘holistic non-duality’ (e.g. the abilities of players in team sports to co-ordinate their activities or anticipate the movements of others). This too would explain why it is unsurprising that people in crowds occasionally collide with each other, or why players in a football team misplace their passes or mistime their runs, since, again, our lack of ‘total interconnectivity’ with each other and with our environment ensures that our physical interactions are fallible.

Finally, acts of prayer or meditation could as easily be interpreted as ‘illusions of connectivity (or errors of interpretation — the fallibility of agency) generated by the very emergent property of the brain alluded to’, rather than as incontrovertible evidence of transcendental identity-relations with the totality of being (or union with God):


After all, elements of brain function, its powers and potentials, emerge slowly through millions of years of natural selection, whereas disciplines of mind based in spiritual beliefs emerge (in comparison with evolutionary time) incredibly quickly, and may have made use (as well as interpreted) those powers in ways that are not instantiated in the selection process itself. An error based on real powers — the spiritual experience of transcendental identification — would then entail the alternative interpretation that meta-reality is actually the illusion of connectivity parasitic upon the emergent properties of concretely singularised entities, rather than the other way round.152



How might we decide between Bhaskar’s interpretation of the meaning of these human powers and abilities and experiences (as evidencing the fundamental connectivity of human beings to the non-dual fine structure of the cosmic envelope) and those suggested by Morgan (finite properties and capacities of a particular species to help its members cope with the conflicting and often dangerous demands of the external world)? Well, one way of doing so would be to follow the example of the Bhaskar of CR. This Bhaskar, who affirms the under-labourer conception of philosophy, would recommend minimizing the purely speculative dimension of philosophy, and subjecting it to the tight regulation provided by the results and logics and practices of the sciences. Viewed from this perspective, the ‘Bhaskar interpretation’ is based simply on the philosophical method of transcendental logics, which in this case simply do not support the firm conclusions that Bhaskar would derive from them, whereas the ‘Morgan interpretation’ has been developed on the terrain of the neurophysiological sciences, and is based on established theory, supported by experimental activity. This being the case, the only rational conclusion to be drawn is that the latter explanation is preferable, on grounds of simplicity, falsifiability, capacity for theoretical development, and research and empirical backing.

This leaves us with Bhaskar’s arguments that purport to demonstrate the reality of fine structure and the cosmic envelope by means of establishing the utter dependence of the dualistic (alienated, split, negative) human activities and practices on the underlying order of universal co-presence or identity-relations (universal unconditional love and selfless solidarity). Does this strategy establish the necessity of these MR categories? I cannot see how it possibly can. Here, again, the transcendental deductions are uncompelling. Take, first, Bhaskar’s assertion that family roles even under capitalism depend on transcendental selfless acts of love and nurture. Bhaskar has a point that family life in contemporary society is based on loving relations and commitments (such as the unconditional love a parent has for a child). But many historians and sociologists would argue that the notion that family relations should be based on such ties is a relatively modern one. In the feudal world, by contrast, marriage was motivated less by ideologies of romantic love or child-centred care for its own sake, and more by pragmatic and strategic concerns — the need to consolidate economic resources and generate offspring that would provide for parents when they are no longer able to work.153

Strategic and instrumental interests under capitalism have tended to be situated in the economic and political subsystems, rather than in the familial sphere, but clearly there remains such a dimension even to intimate domestic relations today. This is one sense in which capitalist modernity represents human progress over the pre-modern class systems that went before, inasmuch as its splitting off of family structures from the economy made it possible for the domestic sphere to become the abode of non-instrumental human needs and interests. However, this also shows that the nature of human beings is not simply given by their innate psycho-biological capacities and dispositions, but by the ‘ensemble of the social relations’ of any given historical period. Bhaskar’s humanism, by contrast, consists of the demonization of the instrumental and strategic dimension of human motivation, whereas a more sober view would recognize that these are also intrinsic to the human psyche, by virtue of the survival-needs of the organism in the context of a material world that is not simply accommodating to these needs.

Bhaskar is also right that domestic labour is not (by and large) commodi-fied under capitalism. But it is a huge leap to then propose that the domestic labour of housewives or indeed working mothers is motivated solely by a kind of transcendental selfless unconditional love towards partners and children. There are also powerful ideologies of ‘woman’s proper place’ that have helped sustain these commitments. Feminists, of course, have argued that women’s domestic roles (and the ideologies that support them) are the primary mechanism of their subordination to men within a patriarchal society.154 Certainly, whatever one makes of patriarchy theory, few would doubt that this is the root of their relative economic and political disadvantages in comparison with men. From the Marxist perspective, the ideology of the family parcels out norms and practices of solidarity and compassion and nurture from the wider society, by apportioning responsibility for child-rearing exclusively within the privatized family, and by situating loving interpersonal relations more generally within the same cramped domestic space.155 This has allowed the uncontested domination of instrumental and strategic reason in the formal institutions of capitalist modernity.

The fact that domestic ideologies have not been directed at men doubtless explains their lesser commitment to family responsibilities (hence absent fathers, fathers who fail to provide financial or emotional support for their offspring once separated from their partners). But, despite the biologically rooted kinship ties that bind parents to their offspring, and the pro-family reinforcements of powerful social ideologies, family life is far from ideal. The family is also the abode of suffocating relations of domination and subordination, of fear and hatred, of oppression and violence.156 This is partly because of the pressures of the outside society (commodification, poverty, unemployment, etc.). But it is also because of the internal dynamics of family or domestic relations. Here, the intensity of the affectual bonds, the depth of the financial dependencies, the asymmetry of the power relations, and the subordination of the individual to the group, all of which characterize the privatized space of familial relationships in modern societies, is a fertile breeding ground for all kinds of social and human ills.157 Husbands and wives, parents and children, do not, alas, always love each other unconditionally — sometimes not even conditionally. If they did, we would not have neglected or abused children, battered wives or husbands, divorce, separation or estrangement.

The further we move from the family sphere, the more problematic becomes Bhaskar’s argument. Take Bhaskar’s example of how the modern capitalist workplace depends absolutely on the solidarity and creativity of the workers. I would not deny that workers support each other, not simply for instrumental or strategic reasons, but also because they may be committed to deeper ethical or political goals. But there is no warranty to screen out the ‘instrumental’ and ‘strategic’ dimensions of worker motivations or practices of joint support, and Bhaskar does not establish that these are parasitic or dependent on selfless commitments. Can we be sure that solidarity in the workplace (between employer and employee or between workers) generally involves the simple surrender of self-interest? Does the daily performance of employees of their work roles beyond the demands of employment contract depend necessarily on unconditional love? What about the desire for promotion, or self-pride in one’s own professional competence, or the fear of redundancy, or the expectation that one good turn deserves another?

Perhaps solidarity involves the mutual understanding of the workforce that the interests of the individual worker can only be served by standing together with the group against the employers. The affirmation of collective solidarity is the optimal strategy of ensuring the best interests of its constituent members. Perhaps the lesson here is that group interests and individual interests coincide, because if the workers do not stand together against the employers, they are likely to lose out in the class struggle between them. Divided workforces can be easily defeated, and have unfavourable terms and conditions imposed on them from above. ‘Together we stand, divided we fall’ and ‘We achieve more together than alone’ are the old slogans of the socialist movement, which have been affirmed by the history of labour struggles under capitalism.

Without denying that workers can and do act creatively and spontaneously, how do we distinguish between such acts and those which are emptied of interest and imagination? Bhaskar’s position does not even recognize the problem. The capitalist labour process, we are told, does not merely rest on, but actively consists of, the creativity and spontaneity and ingenuity of the workers. But labour under capitalism is continually being deskilled and emptied of creativity and imagination, and this is partly what Marx meant by alienation. The workers are creative and imaginative, and have impulse and energy, but the capitalist labour-process denies this free expression and cramps and distorts it in numerous ways (speed-up, automation, fragmentation and degradation and deskilling of the work task, the separation of planning and execution, imposition of hierarchical systems of bureaucratic and technical control and surveillance, etc).158 If the workers could somehow re-enchant their work, despite the structural constraints of capitalism, of what would their alienation consist? Again, we see an analytically unwarranted romanticization and beatification of human-being-in-nature, which can be sustained only by excluding sociological analysis altogether.

Bhaskar admits the causal efficacy of capitalism, since he is explicit that capitalism is responsible for much of the suffering of the world. But paradoxically Bhaskar then ascribes no weight or value to the efficacy of capitalism. Its efficacy is no sooner admitted than withdrawn. This is because capitalism is viewed as of the order of illusion and error and its efficacy is dependent upon our ground-state constituents of selfless activity and mutual love. This then empties society of genuine motivational diversity. Diversity is parasitic on sameness, just as evil is parasitic on good. Diversity is, in fact, self-alienated sameness. The concept of a non-dual fine structure as the basis of human and social life ensures that quite different social acts (e.g. going on strike, participating in a riot, going to work, obeying the boss, disobeying the boss) all ultimately share at root the same basic motivation — the affirmation of nurture, care and solidarity. But does not acquiescence to capitalism also depend crucially on the dull pressure of economic necessity, on the coercive and ideological apparatuses of the state, and on the ruthless suppression from official public media of the articulation of ideational alternatives? To briefly revisit another of Bhaskar’s examples. Does the banker have to trust his employee to be reasonably secure in his belief that the command to transfer funds will be carried out? Arguably not. The banker can be reasonably certain that the job will be done because the employee is subject to his power and authority within the institution, so that a failure to comply would certainly incur punitive opportunity costs (least of all the sack, but also the possibility of legal sanction).

The same objections apply with equal force to the other examples of non-dual activities and relations that Bhaskar deploys — bank robbers and the perpetrators of war and violence. For sure, Bhaskar’s bank robbers may have solidarity for each other. Equally, the solidarity may be barely skin deep and auctioned off in return for a successful plea bargain. More crucially, there is no necessity here that solidarity is always love. The bank robbers may have good reasons for their acts. From their point of view, they may have played by the rules for a while, but no one gave them a break. Some may be motivated by love — for example, to find the money to fund a life-saving operation for a Significant Other, or some such. But who can say that such motivations are necessary to the activity of bank robbing, so that other motivations would be simply parasitic? Could the robbers not be fundamentally motivated by instrumental self-interest?

If we consider, finally, the motives and activities of the agents of imperial warmongering or genocidal violence, must we conclude that these are parasitic on ground-state properties of love, caring, or a (warped) conception of the greater good? The agents of racist or genocidal policies (namely, those who carry out genocidal orders) are not necessarily motivated by a sense of love for or of solidarity with their fellow human beings. They may equally be motivated by unreasoning fear and hatred of the Other. In any case, a sense of community solidarity may be parochial or insular and defined in opposition to other communal identities, the source of inter-societal antagonisms, rather than of englobing identity-relations across the whole of humanity. Without question, some agents of the Jewish Holocaust believed they were protecting a cherished community, or even saving humanity, but we cannot assume that all participants shared such beliefs. It is equally plausible that many just hated Jews.

Undoubtedly, virtually every war that has ever been fought for national strategic or economic self-interest has been waged by foot soldiers who believed they were fighting for higher ethical purposes (e.g. national self-defence or protection of a particular vulnerable community or even protection of the world). But should we simply assume that all the participants accepted the ideologies of war? Some may have fought because they were attached to romantic ideas of winning personal glory and were motivated by the excitement of action and adventure (seen as a break from mundane civilian routines). Others may have done so because they identified with the imperial project. Certainly imperial propaganda panders to these kinds of sentiments, not simply to the higher virtues. But it is doubtful that the powerholders who unleash the dogs of war or who are the architects of genocidal violence are normally taken-in by their own legitimatory ideologies. Imperial authorities sometimes fight imperial wars in the full knowledge that these are unjust, motivated by territorial acquisition, profit, geo-political advantage, and so on, not for the humanitarian or self-protection reasons they themselves attribute to them, and contrary to the interests of those who fight such wars on their behalf. As Callinicos rightly observes: ‘To suggest that all the acts of violence in the world are in some sense acts of love is to enchant reality in an ideologically mystifying way.’159

But Bhaskar has one other strategy for establishing the essential non-duality of being, which is worthy of consideration. This is by empirical rather than transcendental means on the terrain of humanity’s social being:


The really important thing about this unity is that my freedom within it depends on your freedom, because I can’t be free while you’re unfree. Why? There are so many arguments for this. At the cosmic level, you’re a part of me in the way that I’ve suggested. At a simpler level, let’s look at the empirical fact of global interconnectedness. Does anyone believe they can escape from the consequences of global warming, from the consequences of the generalized panic and hysteria that has set in around the events which we call 9/11? Or does anyone believe they can avoid the consequences of chronic and growing indebtedness in the Third World, or the increased privatization and liberalization that the aggressive imperialist policies pursued through the World Bank and the IMF impose on third world countries? We’re all bound up together. We sink or swim together. Never before has global interconnectedness become such an empirically identifiable fact. Now somewhere between these two kinds of arguments you have intermediate concepts in virtue of which I can show how my freedom depends on yours.160



But the mere fact of global interconnections does not demonstrate the reality of Bhaskar’s fine structure. After all, economic and cultural globalization is specific to the world of four-planar social being, and is even here a contingent historical fact, and arguably an inherently self-negating process (because it is driven by capitalist modernization). As such, ‘globalization’ cannot illuminate questions concerning the essential ontological constituents of absolute being, or indeed those of human being on planet earth. Nor does it even show that ‘my’ freedom depends on ‘yours’. Of course, it depends on who ‘we’ are. The superordinate classes can mostly insulate themselves from the pathologies of their own system, because they can pass the penalties of untrammelled commodification onto others, whilst continuing to reap the benefits of class exploitation. Their advantages in terms of power, status and life-chances depend on the subordination of the bulk of humanity and the rest of terrestrial being. This means the masters can never transcend their own alienation from their fellow human beings or from the immediate natural terrain of planet earth. So there can be no ground-state ‘connectivity’ for them. The superordinate classes could probably weather even the environmental crisis. In the short and medium term, for example, they could ensure others pick up the tab in anti-pollution taxes, and relocate themselves outside the zones of ecological destruction. After that, who knows? Perhaps they will build new homes for themselves on new worlds, continuing to subsist off the labour of the billions left behind on a polluted earth, who cannot afford to leave.

I conclude that Bhaskar’s specific empirical examples and transcendental deductions of the necessary dependence of dualistic practices and activities on a primordial level of non-duality are unsuccessful. But this does not rule out the possibility that he is still right to insist that they are in some ultimate sense. Bhaskar’s claim is that in human society and in nature more generally, evil (aggression, violence, self-interest, egoism, desire, competition, conflict, disorder, fear, hate, harm, etc.) is parasitic on goodness (co-operation, solidarity, self-sacrifice, nurture, care, love, etc.). Such a position cannot be straightforwardly invalidated simply by demonstrating that specific kinds of social or human practices do not necessarily have a loving aspect or dimension to them. Although not loving acts in themselves, they may still, in some sense, be dependent on acts which are. The logic here is that social being must essentially be rooted in co-operation, altruism, community solidarity, joint support, and so on, because otherwise it would just not be social being. For human society to be possible, these positive (i.e. sociable) characteristics must enjoy ontological primacy over the negative ones (of competitiveness, violence, aggression, egoism, etc.). Or as Morgan puts it: ‘One can [according to Bhaskar] imagine co-operation and sacrifice without competition and conflict but not vice versa, therefore, they are ontologically prior and thus primary.’161

However, Bhaskar’s argument is really a version of the epistemic fallacy. Certainly, it is a theoretical possibility that goodness (co-operation, altruism, disharm, nurture, harmonious coexistence) has ontological primacy over wickedness (conflict, competition, violence, oppression, exploitation) in human society. But this does not necessarily make it so. Humans may conceivably be social animals by virtue of ‘negative’ species dispositions. For example, let us suppose that the socio-biologists are right, that humans are by virtue of genetic selection aggressively competitive and egoistic as well as selfconsciously rational. In this case, human sociality might have its evolutionary roots in our rational but egoistic calculations that we will benefit more as individuals from collaborative strategies of utility-optimization than from individuated ones. If so, human sociality is based on instrumental and strategic rationality. Now I do not think that the socio-biologists are right. Indeed, I believe that good selection arguments can be made against this kind of interpretation on the terrain of the biological and ecological sciences. But that is no comfort to Bhaskar, who would establish the truth of his ontology by means of purely transcendental philosophical arguments, which simply are not secure enough to carry the epistemic burden.

Even if we accept with Bhaskar that human sociality is not anchored in purely instrumental or strategic interests (which I fully endorse), this does not mean that competition and conflict is not as essential to human relations as social co-operation and altruism. Incidentally, there is a tendency in Bhaskar’s MR writings to regard the concepts of conflict and competition as inherently negative, as on the same side of the scale as those of aggression, violence, oppression, self-alienation, and so forth. But this is not necessarily the case. As Morgan points out, ‘a good society could include competitive sports, competitive intellectual debate, competitive research and development to drive forward invention and innovation, which is not by any means an apologia for markets or some such, but simply to state that competition is not the same as aggression’.162 In any case, even accepting that the basic principle of society must be a functioning level of social order or cohesion, which would seem to require a degree of social co-operation amongst community members, this nonetheless makes no logical demand that ‘co-operation is prior to competition and/or conflict, either analytically or in terms of real empirical cases’. On the contrary:


Societies emerged on the basis of co-operation and competition within and without themselves in a harsh environment where both were useful for survival. Competition may presuppose co-operation as part of its effective engagement but this does not mean that co-operation has either existed in a pure state in some primordial (pre)social situation or that we need argue that it should.163



But Bhaskar does not simply see the properties of selfless solidarity (universal love) as pertaining to human-being-in-nature. Rather, he also sees these as essential properties of fine structure and cosmic envelope. This is the meaning he wishes to attribute to the relations of co-presence or non-duality which he sees as residing at the basis of the cosmic whole. Order, unity, identity-relations, harmony, and equilibrium (the essential enabling force of unconditional love) are said to be ontologically prior or primitive to disorder, disunity, conflict-relations, disharmony, and disequilibrium. Is this defensible? According to Hartwig, yes. For him:


The primacy of the good … arguably finds support in the modern scientific account of the process of biological evolution, including homidisation. If we focus on (a) intra-specific relations, there is widespread agreement that good (in the form of co-operation, reciprocity, etc.) does and must on the whole prevail over evil (in the form of aggression, etc.) within the communities of a successful species. However, (b) inter-specific relations are on the whole amoral, i.e. the good reduces to a question of power (the eagle tears out the heart of the lamb, etc.) — a fact which Nietzschean nihilism has exploited to the full. Indeed, on the Nietzschean account, inter-specific relations provide the model for the future of intra-specific ones. Now the Bhaskarian position need not be viewed as the mere antinomial converse of this. It seems to be, rather, that the ontological primacy of the good is a condition of possibility for (c) the overall process of biological evolution to occur at all. Notwithstanding constraint on being (indeed, partly, in virtue of it), being becomes, loves, flourishes.164



But Hartwig’s tentative defence of Bhaskar’s TDCR ontology (natural evolution supports the notion of the ontological dependence of evil on good) does not seem compelling. I am not convinced this is even meaningful. Natural evolution is neither good nor bad, but merely real. As Morgan sardonically remarks, ‘Is disharmony between electrons indicative of some cosmic ill that must be absented?’165 Sociality is an evolutionary good trick, in the sense that it enhanced the survival-value of certain species. This is by virtue of the fact mutual-support strategies have made possible the negation of environmental pressures that threatened the self-cancellation of species. ‘Good’, in this context, means adaptive-success, and therefore cannot be conflated with notions of moral or ethical value (such as a preference for co-operation over competition or for sociality over non-sociality). Other species just happened to have evolved along non-social adaptive pathways, because these were functional to adaptive success in different ways (e.g. selection in the direction of armour, fur, sharp claws and teeth, and speed of mobility, rather than in the direction of sociality and culture). Does that make them ‘bad’ or ‘evil’?

The notion that sociality = good (because this entails ‘reciprocity’), whereas non-sociality = bad (because this entails ‘aggression’) loses sight of the fact that social (or co-operative) species are often more ‘aggressive’ or ‘violent’ than solitary ones (e.g. pack carnivores). This is partly because sociality allows inter-species aggression and violence to be mobilized more productively in the ‘struggle for existence’. Insofar as social co-operation is an evolutionary emergent that enhances the power of species to out-compete their rivals, it is not the simple converse of conflict and power. Within many social species, life is a complex dialectic of co-operation and competition — including aggressive interactions under pressure of competition for mates and certain foodstuffs. So one cannot say a priori that one is more basic than the other, in terms of adaptive success. Within the highest social species — human beings — co-operation and reciprocity is not intrinsically good, whereas non-social behaviours are intrinsically bad. Rather, whether a form of social cooperation or reciprocity is good or bad depends on its ethico-political content. For example, the bureaucratic division of labour in the state institutions of Nazi Germany that carried through the Jewish Holocaust was a morally reprehensible mode of co-operation, whereas the social co-operation that constituted Spartacus’ slave army (of resistance to the Roman slave-owning state) was the contrary.

Once Bhaskar’s transcendental deductions of the reality of fine structure are shown to be indecisive, it becomes clear that his entire philosophical ontology (stratified monism) is divested of secure philosophical foundations. MR (TDCR) Bhaskar would commit us minimally to the position that all structures of the world constitute a differentiated unity, with higher-order structures being rooted in but emergent from lower-order structures, all the way down to a kind of ‘ground-state’, upon which everything is ultimately dependent. If the universe is a kind of stratified monism, it is possible that everything in it has the same ultimate source or root stratum. If reality has a basement, it is at least possible that this is some kind of undifferentiated substance or energy. If so, ultimate being would be unitary or self-identical, as Bhaskar suggests. But, it is equally possible that reality has no ultimatum, or if it does, this is differentiated or pluriform rather than uniform. If this is the case, reality cannot be conceived as ultimately non-dual or co-present, and Bhaskar’s derivation of the real ideal possibility of a society of selfless solidarity from the primordial self-identical substance of the cosmos collapses. The trouble is that Bhaskar cannot convince us that his position is any better than the other. In any case, CR/DCR Bhaskar said that we could probably never get to know the ‘ur-stuff’; and if we did, we could never know that we had, or use our knowledge to explain or predict much else at higher levels.166 So there is no necessity for accepting, with MR Bhaskar, the reality of universal co-presence or non-duality at the most fundamental level of the world.

Even if there were, this would not logically commit us to Bhaskar’s conception of ‘ultimate being’ as fine structure (the active ingredient and binding force of unconditional love). Uniform or undifferentiated being can be conceived in these terms only on condition that it is spiritualized. An unreflective self-subsistent oneness could not appreciate its own identity or unity. It could not invest any positive content or meaning in its non-duality. It would simply exist. Nor could it be conceived as intrinsically ‘right’ or ‘good’, since it would possess no capacity for loving or caring or nurturing. Nor could it ‘bind’ identity-relations anywhere else. For such identity-relations to be conceived as love or selfless solidarity requires that these are voluntarily energized by positive ethical commitments or motives. As far as we know, only human beings are capable of acting on such motives or forming such connections, or appreciating these as moral virtues. So Bhaskar’s spiritualization of being is anthropomorphic to the core.

The deeper problem here with Bhaskar’s concept of fine structure, of course, is that it is designed to render defensible a conception of depth reality as alethic truth. Objectivity is not simply about the degree of correspondence of statements with the world, or the articulation of ethical and political positions that are conducive to collective human free-flourishing or the preservation of the natural environment upon which humans depend. Rather, it is a property of the world itself. Fine structure means that ‘depth’ reality is essentially good and true and right. By virtue of this, when humans access their ground-states, they spontaneously orient to the ethic of care and disharm. But, contra Bhaskar, nature itself is arguably neither true nor false, good nor bad, but simply real. This is not the case for human practices and beliefs. On the one hand, our beliefs about nature are either true or false, if these correspond/fail to correspond with their objects. On the other hand, our social relations are ‘true’ or ‘false’ in a rather different sense, insofar as these affirm or deny our essential human needs and powers. ‘Truth’ and ‘falsity’ in this context are evaluative claims about the rights and wrongs of social institutions. It is not a property of discourse or of the relationship between discourse and social reality.

Some social forms (or aspects of social forms) are right and others wrong by virtue of the nature of human beings, and perhaps by virtue of natural necessity more generally (if, for example, they pollute the environment upon which organic life depends). But this kind of judgemental rationalism cannot be applied to natural necessity, because nature is no artifice of human beings. Rather, nature is the ontological ground of and fundamental ingredient in humanity. It makes no sense to judge or evaluate the natural world, because (1) its laws and mechanisms and strata cannot be changed by human intervention, and because (2) there is nothing outside it or primitive to it that would provide a ‘vantage point’ by which it could be evaluated. From the perspective of TDCR, nature is being judged anthropocentrically in terms of moral or ethical standards that pertain to the humanistic Ideal. But what makes this move possible is the implicit theism at the heart of the MR philosophy. If nature is to possess alethic truth, it would seem that some appeal must logically be made to something transnatural that provides the external vantage point by that the positive evaluation of being can be justified. There must be ‘something’ that provides some kind of ‘ground’ or ‘impulse’ or ‘ingredient’ for the inherent goodness or truth of being. This is the function of the cosmic envelope, which is really a redescription of God.

In any case, Bhaskar’s insistence on the ontological primacy of ‘good’ over ‘bad’ would appear to be contradicted by the empirical investigations and theory-base of the sciences. These provide no support whatsoever for a conception of the ontological primacy of harmony over disharmony — whether at the level of physics, chemistry, biology, evolutionary ecology, or human society. If anything, the sciences (at every level or stratum of being) have provided support for the idea that natural and social systems are normally constituted by the dynamic interplay of equilibrating and dis-equilibrating mechanisms or energies. This makes it inductively rational to propose an ontology of being that generalizes from the results of these empirical and experimental investigations. If this is done, we are left with a philosophy of being that views it as constituted by the dialectical interpenetration of duality and non-duality, so that nature just is (in the terminology of Engels’ philosophy of science)167 a dialectically differentiated unity.

Transcendental humanism and historical teleology

As Hostettler and Norrie have observed,168 Bhaskar’s DCR philosophy embraced two relatively unsynthesized conceptual logics. These were the geohistorical dialectics of the concrete-real (on the terrain of four-planar social being) and the transcendental dialectics of the ideal-real (the necessary possibility of the eudaimonic project). Bhaskar in DPF suggested (albeit equivocally) that the dialectics of the concrete-real (geo-history) could not guarantee the establishment of the ideal-real in geo-history (eudaimonia), since human moral or normative development possessed only a ‘rational directionality’. Yet, according to Bhaskar, the rationality and indeed real possibility of the ideal human condition energized the dialectic of freedom, which was theorized as the logic of ‘absenting’ positive (socio-historical) states of affairs that acted as ‘constraining ills’ on humanity’s universal free-flourishing.

This draws our attention to the fact that DCR, despite its insistence on a stratified understanding of the self as constituted on the terrain of four-planar-social-being, nonetheless allowed the possibility of a transcendental self forged outside or beyond geo-history. This was by virtue of Bhaskar’s conception of dialectic as the absenting of positive existents that act as constraining ills on the self-realization of human freedoms. This theorization of dialectic potentially supports the idealization of humanity as absolute spirit (godstuff) that has characterized TDCR. This is because, from the perspective of DCR, human freedom or emancipation consists simply in negating or absenting existing states of affairs. Therefore, freedom is, paradigmatically, nothing other than absence of constraint.

This claim seems counter-factual, since Bhaskar clearly sees human freedom as pure positivity — as consisting of boundless creativity, imagination, love, solidarity, and so on. Nonetheless, Bhaskar’s eudaimonia is energized purely by negative dialectics, by the logic of absenting positives (socio-cultural structures). A positive conceptualization is not placed on human freedom, because the assumption is that absence of constraint releases our boundless potential. Humanity is free when it frees itself from the presence of the ‘past’ and the ‘outside’ in the present-day world. Casting aside existing constraints means total self-realization and species-realization. We are potentially free by virtue of casting off history and social structures, not by virtue of the possibilities these open up for us. In other words, the ideal-real possibility of eudaimonia is given not by the development of historically developing socio-cultural relations, but by casting off the shackles (positive constraining ills) of historically relative socio-structural forms.

The implicit logic here is that these socio-cultural forms are absenting essential human freedoms that would simply exist in the absence of these forms. So, by implication in DCR, our capacity for emancipation and enlightenment is simply self-determining. Human freedom, in other words, is essentially real because it is transcendentally inherent in human self-development. For potential freedom to become actual freedom, it is necessary simply to absent the external forces that prevent the optimal state of affairs. This opens the door for the thoroughgoing idealization of the human subject in TDCR. This is a radicalization of the decontextualized dialectic of freedom of DCR now conjoined to a decontextualized subject. For the dialectic of de-alienation here, as in DCR, is not conceived as a property of combined societal- and self-development, but explicitly as a self-subsistent dialectic of individual and species self-realization, which now becomes also the odyssey of the disembodied soul. We are free when we self-realize our inherent or essential transsocial and transhistorical powers, both on the terrain of social being and beyond. But, for the Bhaskar of DCR, geo-historical processes could not guarantee that the ideal-real would become stabilized in the concrete-real.

Arguably, then, Bhaskar’s DCR system was embroiled in a ‘tension between the two dialectics’ (the theorization of concrete human beings and of geo-historical outcomes as the product of contingent structure/practice/agency interfaces on the terrain of four-planar social being in nature and the transcendental notion of humanity as free by virtue of self-realization of its own intrinsic causal powers). These logics are fundamentally incompatible, inasmuch as the former indicates the dependence of human powers on relative social being, whereas the latter locates these exclusively in transhistorical human being. But they also render the eudaimonistic project as simply indeterminate. As Hostettler and Norrie rightly say: ‘The tension between the dialectics emerges because there is no way of ruling out the possibility that they could diverge, that the structure of historical possibility might foreclose on the possibility of realising the ideal. Overcoming this problem generates the need to make the ideal society a transhistorically necessary possibility.’169 What Bhaskar’s TDCR system intends is to resolve this tension between the dialectics of the concrete-real and the ideal-real. But here resolution means that the dialectics of the concrete-real are effectively sublated by those of the ideal-real:


Categorial realism has come to mean that the ideal state of a form of being is fundamentally constitutive of all its possible states. This new conception of categorial realism seeks to irrevocably conjoin the categorial structure of the ideal state of a form of being to its philosophical ontology, i.e. to the categorial framework needed to conceptualise that form of being at the highest level of generality.170



The TDCR notion that humans are either God or essentially God or godlike (which later mutated into the MR position that humans are the highest manifestation of the natural harmony of the cosmic envelope and are thus capable of selfless solidarity with everything) accomplishes two objectives for Bhaskar. First, it secures ‘the identity of the possible and the ideal by ruling out the possibility that the ideal is unrealisable’. Second, it secures ‘the notion that the real is constituted by the ideal’.171 Thus, as Hostettler and Norrie conclude, whereas ‘Hegel’s dogmatic assertion was that the real was necessarily ideal, Bhaskar’s is that the ideal is necessarily real or really possible’.172

What are we to make of Bhaskar’s transcendental super-humanism? James Daly remarks:


[H]uman beings are sometimes said to be God, sometimes to be godlike — the latter a Platonic phrase the use of which could register a great difference of meaning from the former. If, as sometimes seems to be the case, what is being said is that human beings are essentially potentially godlike but contingently not actually so, I see no problem.



Daly suggests that Bhaskar’s


emphasis on our essential freedom is … useful in reminding us that these [socio-cultural] constraints are not natural in the sense of not-human (though they are inhuman), but are social and are maintained by repeated voluntary action. Sartre is right in saying that ‘The slave is as free as his master’, and ‘We are never more free than under the occupation’.



Daly also recommends Bhaskar’s invocation of ‘Godlike humans’, on the grounds that it is the basis of, ‘not the negative [concept of] freedom from constraints on and obstacles to desires, but the positive account of freedom as self-government by reason or Mind (Nous)’.173

However, arguably, even the weaker thesis that humans are merely ‘godlike’ is deeply problematic. Aside from the fact it is a purely assertive and speculative claim, it appears logically questionable. Bhaskar claims that, because humans are essentially God or God-like, it follows that implicit in every human act or motive is the desire for freedom from constraining ills, so there is a totalizing or englobing ‘conatus to freedom’ on the human and social and spiritual planes, which leads (if not roadblocked by demi-reality) to universal free-flourishing (unconditional love). Something similar is suggested in Daly’s particular brand of ‘spiritualistic’ Marxism, which he sees as analogous to Bhaskar’s TDCR account of human self-emancipation. For Daly, the essence of humanity is ‘ideal, the Alpha of their Edenic natural perfection’, and it is this ideal which makes possible ‘redemption’, which is a society based on universal love, the unification of reason and nature.174 Potter is surely correct to describe this conception as ‘simply a mystical assertion without empirical support’. After all, empirical social reality presents us with plenty of counterexamples of general human motivations (egoist, consumerist, instrumental and otherwise), which are not freedom- or solidarity-enhancing, and of humanly constructed social relations that invest in certain agents motives that are contrary to universal free-flourishing. Moreover, to claim that our essential nature is such that we would already be cognizant of our god-like properties (universal love, selfless solidarity) were it not for the self-mystifying structures of the demi-real preventing us doing so is, as Potter remarks, simply an assertive species of ‘mystical Platonism’.175

However, the logical problem with all of this, I am alluding to above, may be summarized briefly as follows. If we are essentially godlike, we are not potentially godlike. Rather, we are simply godlike (a real disposition of human beings). If we are potentially godlike, this means we have the capacity to develop into Godlike creatures, presumably if certain conditions are met. But unless we are Godlike, the ideal potential is unrealized, since the necessary developmental process has not yet occurred, and so we are not godlike. Essences must refer to existents (whether actualized or not), to the real properties and powers of things, which are internal-and-necessary to their structure and mode of action, rather than to abstract ideal possibilities, which are contingent on further developments that have not yet and perhaps will not occur. In short, there is a crucial difference between a real but unactualized or unexercised power of a structure, and an ideal potential power of a structure, as yet undeveloped. Only the former are really essential to a structure.

Now we can attribute a specific causal power to a powerful particular only if we can corroborate our theory of the relationship between such a structure and the generative effects of its functioning on some other structure(s) or object(s) in the domain of the actual. So, in the absence of godlike humans from the entire prehistory of human evolution, and from subsequent socio-historical development, we have no grounds for insisting that our essence just is godliness. We might still want to say that it is within our species potentia to become godlike (just as it was within the field of possibility that hominids evolved into humans), but that tells us nothing about the essences of currently or previously materialized human organisms. The stone-age cave-dweller would doubtless have the potential to read and write, to enjoy literature, to debate philosophy or socialist politics, and to enjoy Paris cuisine, if he could somehow be lifted out of his socio-historical world and placed in ours. But, if such potentials have not been made historically real, they cannot be part of his essence, and he cannot then be said to be ‘incomplete’ in their ‘absence’, or motivated to struggle to repair such voids.

Does this mean that Bhaskar’s DCR dialectic as the struggle to absent absences on freedom fails? Of course not. But it does mean, contra TDCR Bhaskar, that the absences to be absented are not those that can be defined transcendentally or transhistorically. These absences are not demi-real obstacles to our universal free-flourishing. It is not the case that we would be fully free and enlightened, by virtue of our spiritualized species-being, if it were not for historically generated social structures. We are not already essentially enlightened or free (godlike) but misled to the contrary by socio-historical relative being. Rather, our enlightenment and freedom (as well as our unfreedom) is dependent on relative socio-historical development. Freedom lies in the cumulative development of the material productive forces and forms of practical and scientific knowledge of the world this helps actualize. This historical and dialectical socio-cultural process generates increasingly englobing conceptions of human freedom and enlightenment (as our knowledge of ourselves and our world is broadened and deepened and as the constraints of natural necessity are loosened). But this same historical dynamic also generates a succession of socio-structural fetters on our realization of these historically articulated needs and capacities — the most primary of which are determined by class relations. Human needs and capacities are elaborated historically in specific social and class relations from their natural bases, but are then frustrated by these same relations (e.g. by asymmetrical distributions of authoritative power and allocative resources), which motivate collective (class and other) struggles to ameliorate or transcend these obstacles to human free-flourishing.176

So, as a consequence of the dialectic of history (on four-planar social being), not in spite of it, we can imagine emancipatory human worlds today (such as Marx’s communism) that were beyond the grasp of the medieval peasant. And we can act to make them real, because they are materially and culturally realizable today, but were not previously. But they are thinkable and realizable by virtue of history, not by virtue of transcending history. This means that the pulse of freedom, the human struggle to absent constraining ills on our enlightenment and emancipation, is not Bhaskar’s struggle of the essentially free or enlightened Self to shed the illusions of unfreedom or ignorance. Rather, it is the struggle of historically- and socially situated human agents to build new social relations that raise the bar of potential human freedoms and self-knowledge (or at least those freedoms of a particular agential collectivity within specific socio-historical relations). The scope and depth and content of these freedoms is no transhistorical absolute. Rather, it is determined by the material and cultural conditions established by previously actualized social practices and political struggles, whereas the emancipatory struggles are themselves energized by the historical possibilities opened up by socio-economic development.

Contrary to Daly, then, there is no logical requirement to posit ‘Godlike humans’ (i.e. transcendental selves) to philosophically substantiate a conception of dialectic as the engine of human emancipation or the possibility of a de-alienated human existence. Daly regards Bhaskar’s Promethean super-humanism as quite uncontentious, even endorsing Bhaskar’s claim that the order of the demi-real is sustained by the voluntary exercise of free will. Hence the slave is as free as the master. But is it useful to conflate voluntary social action with the concept of free will? Daly is right to say that society and culture are not natural phenomena, in the sense these are human constructions. But, without socio-cultural relations, many of our most defining human powers and capabilities would be rudimentary or even unactualized. As we have seen, in Bhaskar (and it appears in Daly as well) there is room only for a notion of socio-cultural structures and practices as ‘demi-real’, as constraining rather than enabling.

Human agency that reproduces structural properties is ‘voluntary’, inasmuch as we always have a choice to ‘do otherwise’. But ‘voluntary’ here does not equate to ‘free will’. This is because our choices may be tightly circumscribed, since structures attach opportunity costs to different modes of human agency and social practices. The slave is not, contra Daly, as free as his master, because the activity of the slave is more constrained and less enabled by socio-cultural forms than the activity of the master. The slave can, of course, choose to disobey the master. But, if he does, he is likely to get beaten or mutilated or tortured or worse. The slave can also choose to try to escape from the master. But, if he is caught, he is likely to get killed. The point is, of course, that the punitive opportunity costs attached to non-conformist behaviour of the slave operate as unnatural and unneeded fetters on his decision-making processes. This means that the will of the slave can never be unconstrained by oppressive artificial structures (which is what free will means on any reasonable definition). On the contrary, in the context of Bhaskar’s master-slave type relations, there can be at best only varying degrees of freedom-within-constraint. As a human being, the slave is as free as his master, since they share the same natural capacities (for reasoning, creativity, spontaneity, etc.). But the human being as slave is unfree, and so Bhaskarian references to ‘our essential freedom’ are simply toothless.

As for Daly’s endorsement of Bhaskar’s ‘positive’ account of human freedom, in fact this is problematic precisely because of its close kinship with classical rationalism and idealism. Marx rightly criticized those (such as the Young Hegelians) who abstracted the life of the Mind or Reason from the embodied constitution of human beings and their natural relations with the sensuous world.177 Consequently, for Marx, communism was feasible only insofar as it allowed the satisfaction of the material as well as spiritual needs of human beings. Indeed, satisfying primary material human needs was, in Marx’s view, the fundamental precondition for communist solidarity, and hence for a rational social order based on the ‘free flourishing of each and all’.178 Unless this was done, there could be no spiritual freedom, since the ‘whole filthy business’ of economic competition and struggle and resultant class inequality would necessarily be restored.179 By contrast, with TDCR Bhaskar, we are back to absolute idealism’s abstraction of humanity from the material world and its own physical being and its instantiation in the realm of the Mind or Spirit. As godstuff, we can self-govern our affairs with the power of Reason or Mind alone. The organismic or animalistic properties of embodied human nature simply do not figure in the equation. This is a highly reductionist humanism, and a monumentally implausible naturalism. I will argue in the next chapter that Marx’s naturalistic humanism, based on a historical-materialist anthropology of our embodied species-powers, places the eudaimonic project on firmer philosophical foundations.

Little wonder, then, that Bhaskar wants to dispose even of the concept of ‘desire’ in his earthly utopia. For Bhaskar, ‘desire’ cannot be an essential property of human-being-in-nature. This smacks too much of ‘egoism’ and ‘attachment’ (ties of solidarity motivated by mutual self-interest). Such psychic dispositions are much too base or crude (pertaining to the body rather than the mind) to have anything to do with fully enlightened beings, selfless souls, bound together only by unconditional love, which populate Bhaskar’s eudaimonia. But, despite Bhaskar, evolutionary science would insist that ‘desire’ and ‘egoism’ are part of our natural psycho-organic endowment. This is on the grounds that these provide powerful impulses to act in ways that are functional to our survival-needs. Human desires are species-needs that are experienced consciously and emotionally by the organism, in the absence of which we would hardly be cognizant of the imperative to satisfy needs. Egoism enables the sensory and cognitive processes of the human organism to be experienced as those of an individuated embodied self. Since there are, of course, circumstances where self-interested behaviour is necessary to guarantee the survival of the organism (e.g. severe resource-stress or situations of immediate extreme personal danger), egoism is almost certainly an emergent property of human-being-in-nature.

But there is, of course, much more to the psychological endowment of humans than egoism. By virtue of this (and the fact that individuated human needs are better satisfied under social relations based on reciprocal altruism), Marx’s communism is, I think, historically realizable — a real-utopia. By contrast, since morally perfectible human beings (egoless selfless subjects) are probably fictitious, Bhaskar’s eudaimonia is likely to be an unrealizable ideal-utopia. Contra Bhaskar’s transcendental idealism, if human emancipation is to be possible, it must rest on materialistic foundations (the specific emergent biologically based capacities of human beings), the emergent structures of the natural environment, and the socio-economic conditions and relations generated by historically materialized human social practices. Human freedom is possible by virtue of a dialectic of species-being and socio-cultural being (which are, however, dialectically interpenetrated, since biological selection in the hominid line has been in the direction of self-conscious sociality in the context of millennia of communal living).180 The biologically based needs and capacities of humans motivate our struggles to improve our collective control over nature and improve our life-chances. The historical development of material production that results from this dialectic of labour sustains socio-economic structures (and corresponding forms of culture) that allow the cumulative historical development of human needs and capacities.181 This means that the innermost ‘natures’ of human beings are not, as Bhaskar suggests, transcendental givens, but are the combined product of evolutionary selection mechanisms and the historical development of socio-cultural forms.

Now, it is the task of the social sciences, basing themselves on the natural sciences, to explain how these socio-cultural structures, anchored in the underlying species-being of humanity, make the ideal possible. But, by invoking the ‘ideal’ social state, I am not affirming Bhaskar’s claim that humanity itself can be idealized. If Marx’s communism is possible, which I think it is, it cannot be Bhaskar’s ‘heaven on earth’, an egoless nirvana of total identity-relations with nature, the Supreme Being, or the transcendental cosmic whole. Rather, it is ‘ideal’ only in the sense that it is as yet an unrealized potential of humanity’s socio-cultural development, which is nonetheless immanent in current socio-cultural forms and modern socialized humanity. This communism is a historically real potential of human relations, because human nature is such that generalized reciprocal altruism can be sustained in the specific historical context of social relations that transcend the necessity of a competitive struggle to satisfy life-affirming human needs.

Since, as Marx himself argues, the historical development of material production (under the auspices of capitalism) has indeed established the economic basis for the abolition of primary resource-stress under socialism,182 it is in the interests of human beings (both as individuals and as community members) to establish a society based on collective democratic ownership of the means of production. This will make possible the maximum free-flourishing of each and all within the framework of the purely material constraints (the existing level of development of the productive forces balanced against ecological considerations). But, following Marx, my contention is that this society can be made a reality only through the concrete political and ideological struggles of a particular socio-historical class (the industrial proletariat) against the relations of production and superstructural ideological forms of capitalism.183 This is because only this class experiences the systematically punitive opportunity costs of capitalist social relations and possesses the historically generated structural capacities and vested social interests in replacing capitalism with communism (by virtue of its position within capitalist relations of production).184

Bhaskar’s dialectic of freedom, by contrast with the above historical-materialist account, roots the possibility of eudaimonia in a transcendental human essence (our godlike nature), which is established by rhetorical means. This renders it, I think, fundamentally irrealist. There is no theoretically or empirically informed argument here (as in Marx) that establishes that the ‘ideal’ social state is a real possibility, either on the grounds of the biological nature of human beings, or on the grounds of the level of development of material production made possible by the cumulative social application of our species-powers. Instead there is the assertive claim that the ideal is achievable precisely because humanity is ideal. This does not of itself invalidate Bhaskar’s point that alienation consists in humanity’s split from its true nature. On the contrary, if ‘human nature’ is understood as a set of universal dispositions, needs and powers, peculiar to our species-being, which are the historical product of evolutionary emergence, then human beings do indeed have an ‘essence’ that may be either alienated or affirmed (and to varying degrees) in different socio-historical conditions.

One must tread carefully here. Contra Bhaskar, there are, I would argue, no transcendental needs and powers that may be alienated by society. We have certain species-dispositions that are universal (mind, self, reasoning power, language-capacity, sociality, collaborative labour-power, emotional needs for love and support, etc.). But these are the historical resultants of our hominoid evolutionary algorithm, and these are continually developed and refined through the socio-historical process, particularly as we develop the material productive forces over successive generations. These dispositions can also be fully manifested or articulated only within the particular communities into which we are born and raised (e.g. language is mere potential until we are taught to speak; and self is generated synchronically by our interaction with the object-world, and later by our involvement in group processes).185 Human needs are plastic, subject to socio-historical elaboration, and to a degree of cultural variation, and our human powers of mind and reason are cumulatively enhanced through our social and practical interaction with the world (both in the context of the individual life-cycle and the wider history of the species).

According to Marx, the nature of human beings is to produce socially, which involves developing the techniques and tools of social labour and accumulating cultural know-how of the workings of the natural environment.186 For this reason, our human needs and powers (rationality, language, practical knowledge, life-enhancing consumption and leisure opportunities, freedom-enhancing political and cultural forms) are also developed historically and socially in a dialectic of labour that mediates the poles of human consciousness and material conditions of human agency.187 Nonetheless, from the perspective of Marx’s materialist anthropology, these human needs and powers are precisely universal species-dispositions.188 This means that the plasticity of these is bounded by the structure of human nature. By virtue of our human constitution, there are certain dispositions we have and others we cannot have. Humans everywhere have a need for relationships based on nurture and joint support and for the maximum freedom possible within the material constraints imposed by natural necessity and the level of economic development of their native societies. But humans have no need anywhere for the converse.

But does this Marxian conception of human freedom commit us to the proposition that human beings in contemporary societies are closer to the human ‘ideal-state’ than those in less economically and technologically developed societies in the pre-modern period? Probably not. Culturally, modern society preservatively sublates the forms of knowledge of previous societies, so it is possible to speak of societal evolution: modern cultures can ‘store’ (in academic institutions, libraries, books, electronic systems) the belief-systems and linguistic systems and recipe knowledges of earlier cultures, but the reverse cannot hold. Yet, for example, the feudal peasant or the pre-historical forager will nonetheless possess forms of knowledge and culture that the modern city-dweller will not, and vice versa.

But our essential species-being consists in real powers and needs, which although capable of historical elaboration, are also embroiled in unneeded (i.e. historically unnecessary) social constraints. These are constraints that prevent the maximum possible realization of our human dispositions in a particular historical situation. This is what justifies, contra Bhaskar, a historically grounded rather than transcendental notion of alienation or split (and hence de-alienation). Insofar as our most elementary needs and powers are denied or frustrated by our social relations (e.g. for life- or health-maintaining opportunities), these social relations alienate us from our purely biological species-being. Insofar as our historically and culturally developed needs and capacities are denied or frustrated by our social relations (e.g. for a level of cultural and material enfranchisement that is possible given the state of human control of nature and of productive-force development), these social relations alienate us from the emergent socio-cultural powers and dispositions of our species-being.

Consider the following example. Suppose the feudal peasant, or the modern proletarian, is subject to a socially unneeded negation of his/her objective (but historically-developed) human need to safeguard the life-chances of his/her family at culturally accepted levels. By culturally accepted levels, I mean standards of material consumption, cultural participation, and political freedom that are made possible by the general level of economic development of a particular form of society (such as by feudal or late-capitalist modes of production). In such cases, we are justified in our judgement that the individual is the victim of social forms or structures that are contrary to his/her essential being. But, if different forms of social relations are either constraining or enabling of the free-flourishing of essential human powers and dispositions (and/or to differing degrees), then we are justified in saying that the latter constitute progressive development in the movement of socio-historical relations. We can, for example, say that modern capitalist society is more evolved than feudal society, in the sense that it makes possible enhanced human freedoms and opportunities (economic, cultural and political). Moreover, we can say that, in any socio-historical locale, if social relations that are more enabling (of human needs and powers) are materially and historically possible, then we are morally and politically obliged to strive to realize them. The persistence of the former, in such circumstances, would constitute our alienation from our species-being.

Now, by contrast with this materialist dialectic, informed by bio-evolutionary and socio-historical mechanisms, Bhaskar’s idealistic dialectic, which is operative entirely at the level of philosophical categories, forecloses on the socio-historical process. Bhaskar’s speculative idealism amounts, of course, to a return to the kinds of historical teleologism we find in the philosophy of Hegel and Schiller, which youthful Marx flirted with (but never endorsed), before decisively rejecting it in his mature writings.189 For Bhaskar, the ideal is historically possible because it is trans-historically and trans-socially necessary. Thus, from Bhaskar’s TDCR perspective, we (human beings) are already emancipated and enlightened. This is by virtue of the fact we are godstuff (or a self-conscious part of fine structure). The only problem, from this viewpoint, is that we are ignorant of the fact we are already essentially free, and it is only our ignorance that prevents the actualization of the ideal-reality. Yet this self-alienation cannot persist indefinitely, for humans, as super-Prometheans, and as engaged in a dialectical self-learning process at the level of concrete individuals and the species, must sooner or later realize in self-consciousness the true nature of their essential being (as already free and enlightened). After all, what can possibly be beyond the powers of godlike beings (capable of ex nihilo creativity and total identity-states with everything actual and possible)? What, indeed, can possibly lie outside the capacities of beings who are essentially God or the culmination of fine structure (fine structure as rational self-consciousness of itself)?

Thus, as Hostettler and Norrie rightly point out, Bhaskar’s TDCR sustains ‘an ideal realm that is prior to, constitutive of, works its way through, and achieves its own completion by means of the real’. There could not be, they point out, ‘a more Hegelian conception’.190 The logical outcome of Bhaskar’s TDCR system is therefore endism. As in Hegel’s philosophy, history is seen as circular, with ‘completeness (wholeness) at the beginning and at the end’.191 Whereas CR/DCR Bhaskar insisted that totalities (social and natural structures or systems) were open, TDCR Bhaskar by-passes the problem of evolutionary and historical contingency by establishing the ideal-reality of a spiritualized humanity (the transcendental subject or ‘beautiful soul’) that proceeds serenely through a succession of finite lives on the journey towards reunification with God or fine structure. Ultimately, humanity will be free, if not on the terrestrial plane, at least on the astral plane, or perhaps in another universe. As Hartwig puts it, for Bhaskar, ‘because our souls are immortal and develop, progressing in a dialectical learning process at the level both of the individual and of the species, universal Self- and God-realisation must inevitably win out sooner or later — if not on planet Earth, then somewhere else in the pluriverse’.192

Yet Bhaskar’s super-idealism leads inexorably towards endism (teleological closure) on the terrain of terrestrial socio-historical being as well as transcendental being. His triadic Eden/Fall/Eudaimonia dialectic does not appear historically contingent, but seems to have the force of transhistorical necessity. The Fall had to occur in order for a higher or deeper form of de-alienation or re-enchantment (Eden) to be possible. Eudaimonia is on the horizon, according to Bhaskar, because ‘the Age of Aquarius’ is nigh (the age of ‘shedding’ the skin of demi-reality) and ‘the hour of unconditional love has struck’.193 This historical teleologism flows from Bhaskar’s Promethean humanism and his denial of positive causality to emergent socio-cultural structures. Eudaimonia is the essential human reality. Demi-reality is parasitic on this essential human reality. Demi-reality is also constituted by a web of illusion and error. Humans are boundlessly creative and can access immediately in their everyday practices the truth of their nature and situation. To be free, humans only need to exercise their creativity and imagination and do what comes naturally (experience non-dual states).

How, we might ask, can mere socio-cultural reality possibly hold out? How has it held out for so long? Demi-reality would appear to lack the causal powers to deflect spiritually evolving humanity from its historical mission. So Bhaskar’s Promethean super-humanism provides the eudaimonic project with an implicit historical guarantee of ultimate success. Thus, Bhaskar’s TDCR is undoubtedly teleological in form, since (like Hegel’s phenomenology) it posits a triadic periodization/logic of human and social development (which also bears a family resemblance with Schiller’s dialectic and the Judaeo-Christian providential tradition). For Bhaskar, as for Hegel, the dialectic of history proceeds from the ‘simple harmony’ of the earliest human communities (where human beings are said to have had non-dual relations with each other and with nature and God) through to the period of self-estrangement or disenchantment (the Fall into master-slave type societies where humanity ‘forgets’ its essential godliness and self-connectivity and oneness with being), then culminating in the age of de-alienation or redemption or re-enchantment (the ‘immanentisation of heaven on earth’194 in eudaimonia).

Bhaskar’s super-humanism, which logically steers him towards this historical teleologism or endism, also lands him with a profound historical problem. If humans possess these boundless potentials, the question this poses is how on earth we ever became self-alienated or alienated from God or the cosmic envelope in the first place? In FEW, Bhaskar describes the Fall in typically voluntarist terms as our collective ‘forgetting’ of our essential godlike powers and self-identity. Humans ‘turned away’ from the ‘God within’ and from the ‘God without’. But, if humans are essentially God or emergent forms of God, how was this ‘forgetting’ even possible? How is it possible for godly or godlike beings to ‘forget’ their true selves? If God is omniscient/omnipotent (and if he is not he would not be God), how can emergent forms of his consciousness (finite human souls) not be aware of their own omniscience/omnipotence?

Bhaskar explains why humanity became self-alienated by arguing along the lines of Hegel’s ‘ruse of reason’. Humanity, he suggests, fell into demi-reality because this self-alienation was transcendentally necessary for humans to become ‘self-consciously aware of the true nature’ of themselves.195 His point is that we can better appreciate the meaning of self-enlightenment only by virtue of its loss and subsequent recovery. If we had never fallen into demi-reality, Bhaskar seems to be saying, our identity-relations would have remained unreflective or semi-conscious, since we would have had no motive to explore their deeper meaning. They would just be taken-for-granted existents. But this logic is uncompelling, because it is tautological. If we are essentially God, and hence already free and enlightened, why is it necessary for us to become split from God? By definition, enlightened beings cannot ‘fail’ to appreciate the meaning or significance of identity-relations (with God or each other or with fine structure). If they did, that would constitute a limitation on their enlightenment or freedom, and would be a concession that they are not, after all, essentially God. Bhaskar’s argument might have some force if applied to imperfect and finite beings, the contingency-within-necessity products of mindless organic evolution. This is because such beings would be capable of errors of consciousness that steered them away from identity-relations with God or universal being. But this is not Bhaskar’s argument. Consequently, the ‘why’ issue is just not satisfactorily addressed in his TDCR philosophy.

Nor does Bhaskar offer any kind of resolution of the ‘how’ issue. As Hartwig notes, Bhaskar’s appeal to the transcendental necessity of demi-reality for the possibility of a fuller or deeper self-enlightenment ‘does not explain … how it was possible for emergent forms of God to forget who they are. This is the aporia in any theological or idealist account of the problem of evil’. Hartwig kindly attempts to plug this gap in Bhaskar’s account on his behalf:


Science, however, given the openness and stratification of the world, and the reality of free will, can nowadays, within its changing limits, and notwithstanding its ‘cosmic incapacity’ … give a perfectly adequate account of the origin of evil in theories of biological evolution and of the rise of hierarchical societies.196



But, as Hartwig also notes, this kind of explanation is nowhere to be found in Bhaskar’s TDCR, despite the author’s claim to be synthesizing science and theism.

Bhaskar, then, simply does not have an answer to the question of how his Promethean super-humans ‘fell’ into demi-reality. Nor do I think that a satisfactory answer is possible. Hartwig’s ‘solution’ to this problem is just question-begging. How ‘biological evolution’ could possibly lead to ‘evil’ is not explained. This is not exactly the doctrine of ‘original sin’ but perhaps ‘innate sin’ (Lombroso would agree with this). Surely, though, this cannot be the meaning that Hartwig would attribute to TDCR Bhaskar, for otherwise what becomes of Bhaskar’s claim that we are already free and enlightened? As for Hartwig’s ‘historicization’ of Bhaskar’s Fall, unquestionably oppression and exploitation and alienation have their historical roots in class-based social relations. But that observation tells us nothing of how or why omniscient/omnipotent or godlike beings voluntarily decided to ‘fall’ into these ‘structural sins’. If the answer is that omniscient/omnipotent humans chose to self-alienate in order to get to a higher enlightenment, that is just plain daft. Why did we not just ‘choose’ out of our own ‘free will’ the fuller or deeper enlightenment in the first place?

Conclusion

The purpose of Bhaskar’s TDCR philosophy is to synthesize a range of philosophical and theistic traditions derived from East and West. These include especially Christianity, Hinduism, Buddhism, Aristotelian essentialism, New Age spiritualism, modern science and rationality and New Left — which for Bhaskar includes his own DCR philosophy, Marxian humanism and libertarian left politics. Undoubtedly, Bhaskar wishes to challenge the ethno-centrism of the Western philosophical tradition, which has designated the philosophy of the East as pre-rational or pre-critical. But his more ambitious project is to articulate a ‘world philosophy’ that defends the necessary possibility of ‘dialectical enlightenment’ — a global society based on the free-flourishing of each and all in selfless solidarity.

However, TDCR is untenable. This is because the new philosophy is at the expense of science and rationality and constitutes an ontologically unwarranted re-enchantment of being. According to the philosophy of MR, the structure of reality is essentially harmonious (or non-dual), and the essence of humanity is unbounded creativity and selfless solidarity. This Promethean super-humanism underwrites a conception of the necessity of the Ideal (eudaimonia) in the Real, since the dissolution of socio-cultural constraints on the exercise of human free will logically supports Hegelian-style endism and teleologism. In FEW, Bhaskar attempted to substantiate his idealization of being (including human being) by establishing human beings as God or emergent forms of God. Unfortunately, Bhaskar’s God-concept is philosophically unsupported, shrouded in mysticism, and is likely self-contradictory. Moreover, it sanctions spiritualist and theistic doctrines (such as New Age and Vedic reincarnation) which are at best a diversion from ethical and political right-action in society.

But, with the onset of Bhaskar’s MR philosophy, the concepts of fine structure and cosmic envelope were introduced as ‘secular’ equivalents performing the same function (idealization of being) that God-talk had previously done. Alas, this conceptual move simply threw into sharp relief the shaky ontological foundations upon which the TDCR system had been built, since the transcendental arguments that were supposed to demonstrate the reality of fine structure and cosmic envelope were at best inconclusive.


2 Meta-reality, critical realism and Marxism

 

 

 

 

Introduction

In the previous chapter, I explored the crucial logical and conceptual shortcomings of Bhaskar’s TDCR system — errors that, I contend, flow from the absolute idealism that constitutes the ontological substance of the new philosophy. These in themselves fundamentally undermine the capacity of Bhaskar’s new philosophy to under-labour either a genuinely critical social theory of capitalist modernity or an emancipatory or liberatory politics for the new social movements centred on anti-imperialism and anti-corporate globalization. But I have suggested that TDCR is also fundamentally incompatible with the core ontological concepts of Bhaskar’s CR and DCR philosophical systems and with those of Marxian critical social theory. This would perhaps not be a problem in itself, except that Bhaskar insists on the essential continuity of his philosophical trajectory (across the various realisms), and on the continuing compatibility of his realist philosophy in its under-labourer role for critical Marxian social science and liberatory socialist politics more generally. Undoubtedly, Bhaskar intends that TDCR function as a preservative sublation of CR/DCR and of Marxian humanism, and it should therefore be evaluated as such. The purpose of the current chapter is to explore the areas of discontinuity between CR/DCR/historical materialism and TDCR.

TDCR contra SEPM

The first (and most obvious) area of discontinuity is, of course, Bhaskar’s abandonment of SEPM (though this has not been formally repudiated by TDCR Bhaskar). Now SEPM was outlined in Bhaskar’s CR philosophy in A Realist Theory of Science (RTS) (1975) and The Possibility of Naturalism (PN) (1979). And it was preserved within the DCR philosophy outlined in his Dialectic: the Pulse of Freedom (DPF) (1993) and Plato, Etc. (PE) (1994). To briefly summarize: Bhaskar’s SEPM asserts that mind or consciousness, though irreducible to the material substrate of the human brain and central nervous system, is nonetheless an emergent property of organic matter, and is inconceivable in its absence.1 Or, as Collier puts it, SEPM is encapsulated in two basic propositions, ‘(1) that mind cannot exist in the absence of matter; and (2) that mind is not reducible to matter’.2 His argument here is thus for a non-reductive materialist understanding of the mind-body connection on the terrain of human-being-in-nature.

But SEPM, for Bhaskar, was more than an ontology of human-being-in-nature. Rather, it was intended as a broader philosophy of being. As Bhaskar argued in DPF: ‘Ontological materialism asserts the unilateral dependence of social upon biological (and more generally physical) being and the emergence of the former from the latter. It is thus consistent with the emergent powers materialist orientation defended here.’3 Bhaskar conceived SEPM as an anti-reductive materialism in the wider metaphysical sense, and indeed he was highly critical not simply of the deterministic formulas of ‘central state materialism’ (in the neurophysiological sciences), which his own emergentist materialism was designed to transcend, but also of idealism or spiritualism.4 Bhaskar was unambiguous that his rejection of reductive materialism did not commit him to its contrary: ‘People possess properties irreducible to those of matter. My aim in attacking materialism is not to comfort any sort of spiritualism; but, on the contrary, precisely to defend a science of psychology.’5 As late as PE, Bhaskar was still affirming that ontological materialism was ‘heuristically acceptable’ (but saying nothing of its contrary),6 and denying the possibility of an afterlife (which could be read as an affirmation of the unilateral dependence of mind or spirit on matter).7

Bhaskar’s SEPM did not propose a particular theory of the nature of mind, or of the mind-matter relationship, since for him these were matters that could not be legislated on the terrain of philosophy, but only (provisionally) on the terrain of the neurobiological and psychological sciences. SEPM is said to be consistent with three possible accounts of mind, each of which might turn out to be correct: (1) mind is not a substance, or the powers of a substance, but simply a complex of powers, which emerge from and always coincide with matter; (2) mind is the powers of a material substance; (3) mind is the powers of an immaterial substance.8 It should be said that SEPM (on the above formulation) does not seem entirely rigorous conceptually, or at least is stated in such a way that its meaning is rendered ambiguous and so its rigour obscured. As Collier rightly says, (2), a ‘person is a material substance possessing irreducibly mental powers’, is ‘unproblematic’, and he thinks ‘it is the only coherent form of SEPM’. However, Collier reminds us that (1) is ‘very odd’:


powers which are not the powers of a substance sound like the smile on the Cheshire cat after the cat has disappeared. A very simple substance which had only one power might be said to be that power and hence be treated as a power that was not the power of any substance; but with complexes of powers this locution, which I suspect is only a locution, is not possible.



But, I suppose, Bhaskar’s meaning here could be that the powers of mind are not those of an immaterial substance (i.e. mind), nor a particular substance of the brain, but are emergent from the holistic functioning of the brain-CNS complex. In other words, mind just is an emergent power of the relational totality of complex brain functions. This would, I think, be coherent and defensible. However, Collier is quite right to point out that (3) ‘is problematic: if powers constituting mind are properties of an immaterial substance, it becomes unclear why they need a material substance in order to exist’. The answer, I suppose, could be that the immaterial substance that is the basis of the powers that comprise mind is itself emergent from a material substance. Collier is, I think, incorrect to claim that ‘if the “immaterial substance” cannot stand by itself, it is by definition not a substance; if it can, it is not emergent from matter’.9 After all, a biological organism, for example, is a substance (body), but it cannot exist independently of its underlying constitutive physical and chemical substances (structures, entities). The properties could be of something that is not matter, but the immaterial thing itself could be emergent from matter. But, even accepting this is Bhaskar’s meaning of (3), this does not rescue his formulation, since in this case it cannot be said that mind is emergent from matter; rather it is emergent from something non-material, which itself is emergent from matter.10

Bhaskar, when elaborating on SEPM, also presents two different possibilities of the nature of the mind-matter relationship. (1) Matter provides a ‘basis’ for mind (it is its foundation or root stratum), so that matter provides mind with conditions of existence. (2) Matter ‘explains’ mind; that is, matter causes mind (presumably, this is the proposal that mindedness is a function of natural necessity, inasmuch as it is the determinate product of matter of a specific form and complexity of structure). This is the sense in which physical structures explain chemical structures, chemical structures explain biological structures, and so on, in the causal chain of being. But, as Collier correctly notes, it is not clear how (1) differs from (2), in the sense of representing alternative accounts of the mind-matter connection, since the latter seems to follow necessarily from the former.


For why does [mind] need [matter] as a basis, if not to provide its matter in the Aristotelian sense? And the matter explains the form in that the properties of the matter explain how the form can have the properties that it has, even though these properties … could never have been predicted from, and are defined independently from, those of the material base.11



Perhaps Bhaskar wishes to affirm, for (1), that although matter provides necessary conditions of existence of mind, these are not sufficient conditions, since ‘something more’ may be needed for mindedness to exist. But, in this case, (1) is not consistent with SEPM, but with dualistic interactionism.


Bhaskar goes on to make another question-begging claim, that a diachronic explanatory reduction, in which the processes of the formation of the higher order entities are reconstructed and explained in terms of the principles governing the elements out of which they are formed, is compatible with synchronic emergence, on which the higher-order principles cannot be completely explained in terms of lower-order ones.12



This can be interpreted as the proposition that although mindedness may be the product of natural evolution, so that matter is the historical cause of mind (diachronic explanatory reduction), nonetheless the properties of mindedness cannot be reduced to the properties of matter (synchronic explanatory non-reduction). After all, if mind did not have its own distinct properties, which are not those of its root stratum, there would be only one substance in the world (matter); or consciousness would be an inherent property of all forms of matter, and hence would not be emergent. If mind is reducible to matter, we would require only the sciences of matter, not those of mind; therefore psychology would be pointless, and so too the cultural sciences.

So Bhaskar’s argument can be read as the denial of ‘greedy reductionism’ — the notion that statements about mind-states are really just statements about brain-states. Nonetheless, to say (as Bhaskar does) that ‘higher-order principles [i.e. mind] cannot be completely explained in terms of lower-order ones [i.e. living organic matter]’, or to describe the failure of ‘greedy reductionism’ as a failure of ‘synchronic explanation’, seems peculiar. Surely the point is that the higher may be explained in terms of the lower, only that the explanation is not reductionist (brain-states explain mind-states in the emergentist sense — evolved generative mechanisms of complex relational organic matter cause a new level or stratum of immaterial being with its own sui generis generative mechanisms).

But on what philosophical grounds did Bhaskar subscribe to ontological materialism at this early point of his philosophical journey? Certainly his endorsement of SEPM was cautious rather than triumphalist. He implied that empirical science could not settle the dispute between ontological idealism and ontological materialism, inasmuch as there was no reason to suppose science had uncovered ‘rock-bottom’ reality or (if it did) that it could ever know that it had.13 So Bhaskar did not definitely rule out that mindedness or conceptuality (i.e. God) might be the ultimate structure of the cosmos. Bhaskar also speculated that the most basic or fundamental reality (‘ultimate entities’) might be ‘pure dispositionality’, a structureless level of absolute potentia or boundless causal power. Moreover, he allowed the possibility that ‘only the identification, not the existence, of fields [of pure dispositionality] depend upon the existence of material things in general’.14 This, on the face of it, was not compatible with a materialist orientation (emergentist or otherwise), which would insist that all causal powers are the powers of some finite or bounded structure(s). As I have noted, Bhaskar also made the odd concession in PN that it was possible that mindedness was the property of an ‘immaterial substance’ and that the mind-matter connection might be a form of ‘dualistic interactionism’.15 Finally, Bhaskar was equivocal on the status of materialist diachronic explanations of mind: ‘My argument is for synchronic emergence, and is compatible with the possibility of a biological explanation of the genesis of mental processes.’16

So SEPM was an inherently fallibilist position, not entirely coherent, and rather open and permissive (perhaps too permissive). Nonetheless, Bhaskar endorsed SEPM. This was presumably because he was prepared to admit that ontological judgements concerning ‘ultimate’ or ‘universal’ being may be rationally derived from real (albeit contingent and revisable) human knowledge of those finite zones of being relevant to the study of the mind-body-connection. In short, Bhaskar based his SEPM on the fallible data and theories provided by the neurophysiological sciences, which he conceded was indecisive. This was because the alternative was to rely on an appeal to ‘paranormal evidence“, which was generally regarded as disreputable practice by members of the scientific community (due to a lack of scientificity of experimental methods and to an absence of empirical corroboration).17 So, for the early Bhaskar of RTS and PN, it was inductively rational to affirm SEPM, because this meant taking one’s ontological stand with science, despite its cosmic incapacity to reveal the characteristics of ‘ultimate reality’. SEPM was seen as best because it was based on scientific evidence and research into knowable finite being (i.e. the relation between brain-states and mind-states on the terrain of human being, which demonstrated the dependence of the latter on the former) rather than pure ontological speculation (licensed simply by the incapacity of science to investigate empirically the nature of infinite or eternal being).

Now it is surely no accident that Bhaskar’s abandonment of SEPM (not formally acknowledged) in favour of absolute idealism has corresponded with a marked shift towards what might be termed ‘spiritualist triumphalism’ in his TDCR phase. The tentative and equivocal materialism of the CR and DCR modes is not simply effaced by godism and/or idealism. Rather, it is displaced by a remarkably assertive and confident godism and/or idealism, the absolute truth of which is claimed almost dogmatically (despite being based only on appeals to ‘intuitive realism’ or perfunctory transcendental deductions), and to such an extent that the non-religious and non-spiritual (who are sceptical about the reality the God-concept denotes) are said to be alienated from their essential or true selves and from the totality of being.18 The reality of godstuff and other ideal entities is asserted as uncontentious matters of fact, and the meaning of ‘spiritual’ subjective experiences (of connectivity with God) is seen incorrigibly as demonstrating the case for absolute idealism. The reality of fine structure and the cosmic envelope is established as incontrovertible by virtue of mundane everyday actions (such as reading or writing or playing sports).

Now there is a sense in which Bhaskar’s godism could have been rendered more or less consistent with his SEPM (though one might wonder at the persuasiveness of the move). This would have been if he had redefined SEPM as a ‘regional’ theory pertaining simply to the natural world, thus ‘making room’ for an ultimate idealism at the root of nature.19


Diachronically, as he suggested in The Possibility of Naturalism, mind can be explained in terms of matter, from which it emerged. It did not exist before that time. Before that time, the causal chain explaining it (in earthly terms) was purely material. Of course, if there is a God who created us, he is the ultimate cause of the existence of our minds. But we do not need to postulate God to explain mind — the arguments for his existence are different. Hence it is quite logically possible that universal causality holds, SEPM holds, and diachronic materialism holds.20



But that is not the route taken by TDCR Bhaskar, for that would have rendered pointless the project of transforming CR philosophy into a kind of theology. For him, the world is to be spiritualized or idealized at every level of being (physical, chemical, organic, psychological, socio-cultural). Part of the attraction of this move, for Bhaskar, is that it allows him to root his eudaimonic project and ethic in the very ontological structure of the cosmos: our self-emancipation (in a society of universal free-flourishing) is necessary because of our essential nature as universal transcendental beings (self-conscious godstuff). This conception of the meaning of human-being-in-nature renders necessary the abandonment of SEPM, since unless this is done the process of the self-realization of humanity as godstuff (spiritual enlightenment), which is accomplished by means of overturning the structures of the demi-real, is short-circuited. SEPM is abandoned because Bhaskar wishes to affirm the historical and spiritual self-perfection of humanity. But this, for him, depends on his doctrine of the transmigration of souls in a succession of finite lives (reincarnation) on the earthly terrain on the journey towards eudaimonia. This is because no human subject is self-emancipated (self-realized) until all are. By contrast, if SEPM holds,


the argument for reincarnation falls. Likewise for the future persistence of souls. If SEPM holds, then souls cannot exist without a material base. If the appropriate material base is destroyed, as is quite probable given global warming, the threat of nuclear holocaust and so on, soul goes too — unless miraculously given a new life by God.21



This is the possibility that Bhaskar (committed to Promethean super-humanism and its essential end-state of universal free-flourishing and non-dual relations with the totality of being) simply cannot countenance.

Bhaskar now insists that his TDCR philosophy is designed to ‘produce for everyone now a total philosophy for the whole of their (i.e. everyone’s) being’. Thus, Bhaskar’s earlier espousal of epistemic relativism (the provisionality and fallibility of the transitive dimension of human knowledge and concepts) is fatally compromised with the abandonment of SEPM. Instead, the shift to ontological idealism has meant the articulation of a corpus of philosophical concepts that are absolutist and totalizing, and that are therefore inherently mystical, since humans (as finite bounded beings) cannot make sense of the infinite or the absolute. This self-confident triumphalism is quite alien to the philosophical substance of the pre-TDCR Bhaskarian oeuvre. It is, it seems, rather more analogous to traditional theistic discourses that would claim for themselves the status of infallible and totalizing knowledge, whether on the grounds of teleological logical proofs, or appeals to the incorrigibility of spiritual experience.

In any case, it seems plausible that the source of this new triumphalism resides in the diminution of the under-labourer role (for the sciences) that Bhaskar previously attributed to his own CR philosophy. For Bhaskar, as the realist philosopher of science, philosophy must base itself on and submit to regulation by the methods, practices, actualities, theories, results and evolving knowledge-base of the sciences. Its role was not to found the sciences or substitute for them. Nor was its role to overreach or sublate the sciences in the sense of claiming the reality of entities outside the scope of scientific assertability. Instead, the role of philosophy as under-labourer was to generalize ontology from the sciences, to articulate the nature of scientific method and knowledge, to defend both the rationality and identify the limits of science, to draw out the emancipatory potential of scientific reason, and to reflect epistemically and methodologically on good scientific practice. Partly because Bhaskar took seriously the limitations of philosophical discourse unattached to the work of the empirical sciences, this encouraged him to use transcendental arguments or logics quite sparingly and carefully. Consequently, his RTS was a brilliant and tightly argued deduction of the reality of the natural world as intransitive, differentiated and stratified from the practices of the sciences — a single extended transcendental argument.

But, notably, as the under-labourer conception of philosophy has slipped increasingly in Bhaskar’s DCR and TDCR modes, the first major casualty has been the author’s fallibilist and equivocal espousal of SEPM. This move was possible, because the close regulation of philosophical ontology by science, already substantially loosened in DPF, had by the onset of the TDCR system of FEW and beyond been more-or-less effaced. Now transcendental logics and proofs proliferate in ever-growing numbers, and these tend increasingly to be, as Callinicos notes, ‘quick-kill’ deductions.22 This has occurred because, detached from the rational regulation provided by the practices and logics of sceptical scientific inquiry, the Bhaskarian imagination has been freed-up to assert the ontological possibility, indeed reality, of all things (angels, transhistorical selves, human divinities, secular utopias, positive ideal ultimata — with specifiable properties — ‘consciousness everywhere’, reincarnation, and so on). For the same reason, the Bhaskarian imagination has been freed-up to place intuitive realism (metaphysical speculation) at the centre of his TDCR philosophy, with at best only the most cursory of arguments to establish the defensibility of the new corpus of absolutist idealist concepts.

TDCR contra ‘depth’ realism

In his CR and DCR modes Bhaskar argued for a conception of reality as ‘ontological depth’. This meant that the world was theorized (by means of transcendental deduction from the practices of science) as differentiated and stratified, with higher-order structures rooted in and emergent from lower-order structures, all the way down to ‘who knows where’. This ‘depth’ realism was, of course, translated into social ontology (Bhaskar’s critical naturalism) under the terms of his TMSA. This was Bhaskar’s dynamic solution to the individual/society problem, whereby human agents always encounter social structures ‘ready made’, as anterior constraints and enablements on present-day action and ideas, which are then reproduced or transformed by the practices of agents these structures mediate or condition. Here Bhaskar also adopted Marx’s distinction between the phenomenal form (ideology) and the underlying essence (structure) of social relations, which was conceived as an extension of his general tripartite distinction between the levels of the empirical (experienced phenomena), the actual (unexperienced phenomena) and the real (underlying unobservable structures that are responsible for phenomena, whether experienced or otherwise).

Now, in TDCR, the ontology of CR and DCR is considerably compromised. The chief problem here is Bhaskar’s attempt to establish God as a new CR category, indeed the central CR category. There is a strong case for holding, contra Bhaskar, that his realist construal of God is a contradiction in terms, in the sense that it is incompatible with central concepts and logics of CR/DCR. This is a controversial view that would not be accepted by many realists. Hartwig, for example, asserts that, in practice, Bhaskar’s TDCR simply replaces the emergentist materialism of the earlier systems with emergentist idealism, so that both systems are equally ‘realist’ in the ontological sense. From this interpretation, the ‘only’ substantial difference between TDCR and CR/DCR, at the level of ontology, is that whereas the former holds that ‘ultimate being’ is ‘material’ or ‘physical’, the latter holds that it is ‘ideal’ or ’spirit’. Otherwise, the latter system preserves the stratification of being of the earlier, simply redescribing the earlier realist-materialist concepts of ‘causal powers’ and ‘categorial structures’ and ‘dispositional properties’ as pertaining to godstuff or absolute spirit. As Hartwig elaborates:


The realist God is in the pluriverse, suffusing and informing it — it is another name for (ultimate) ‘causal powers or dispositions’ and ‘categorial structures’; people are emergent forms of it and history an aspect of the process of its becoming … The absolute, which has always existed, is emergent in, informs, the relative world of finitude in an infinity of universes. Think of it like this. Rock bottom reality for quantum physics currently is (rightly or wrongly) quantum seas of potentia or if you like ‘pure dispositionality’ (a notion already canvassed in RTS) (another name might be ‘energy’). If you now call this (or whatever is in fact ultimate), plus the basic structuring principles (implicate order) of the cosmos, ‘God’, in what way is it incompatible with CR categories (other than the ‘materialism’ of SEPM)? It commits to ontological idealism, but this can be and arguably is in FEW a form of realism.



But it seems to me that there are fundamental problems in grafting this God-concept on to the CR/DCR systems. First, there is the fact that Bhaskar attempts to substantiate the reality of his God, not by means of philosophical reasoning, nor by means of a dialectic between science and analytical philosophy, but by means of ‘intuitive realism’. Previously, in his CR and DCR modes, as I have already noted, Bhaskar insisted that the role of philosophy was to ‘under-labour’ for the sciences. This meant that ‘philosophy must be consistent with the findings of science’,23 and could not ‘exist apart from the sciences’,24 yet was also engaged in a critical dialectical engagement with the sciences. In other words, according to Bhaskar’s ‘dialectic of philosophy and science’,25 philosophy formulated epistemological and ontological principles that were based on the practices and results of the sciences, including transcendental deductions about the nature of the world from scientific practices, but which could then be used to clarify the nature and limits of rational knowledge and provide methodological and conceptual guidance for scientific work. As Callinicos observes, ‘on the underlabourer conception, philosophy is … [about] clarifying what’s happening in the sciences, and perhaps coming up with new concepts that can be used to further the development of the sciences’.26

I have already noted that Bhaskar’s intellectual trajectory since the onset of his DCR has allowed him to water down the under-labourer role of his philosophy. But this has sponsored not only a growing reliance on transcendental arguments in DPF but also (in FEW) what appears to be little more than speculative ‘hunches’ deduced ‘intuitively’ (and hence uncritically) from certain kinds of spiritual experiences and practices. Unfortunately, Bhaskar’s God-concept, the ontological foundation of TDCR (in its FEW incarnation), is validated by these means. ‘The proof of God’s existence’, he says, ‘is experiential and practical’.27 This implies that the ‘case’ for God consists of the fact that people have experienced the absolute in their lives and have developed specific techniques or disciplines (meditation, prayer, etc.) to connect with the absolute. The universality of religious experience and practices, from this perspective, should be taken as a demonstration of the reality of God.

This logic is, of course, decidedly wobbly, since it seems to rely on a crude inductivism (inference from a finite range of subjective experiences to the existence of an absolute). In any case, religious experiences and practices are far from universal, and nor is their ‘spiritual’ meaning universally agreed. So this ‘intuitive’ foundation of the God-concept appears built on sand. Bhaskar’s insistence that the methods of philosophy and science cannot demonstrate God’s existence, whereas intuition and experience can do so, ensures that he simply takes the reality of God as ‘given’, and that he accepts at face-value the meaning of the ‘experiences’ and ‘practices’ that supposedly affirm God’s existence. This seems an incredible way for a critical realist philosopher to proceed. Yet Bhaskar insists that God is or must be real, and that to deny this is to depart company from CR/DCR.28

Hardly surprisingly, given the spiritual and theistic ontological core of FEW, the intuitive speculation that is deployed to affirm the reality of God is rapidly expanded to affirm the reality of all manner of fantastic things. This includes human creativity ex nihilo, psychic intuition, ‘esoteric wisdom’ and the paranormal, ‘occult sciences and arcane arts … especially numerology and astrology’, soothsaying, clairvoyance, and magic.29 This amounts to a massive extension of the CR/DCR ontology to embrace all kinds of idealentities, the reality and efficacy of which are simply taken as given. A heroically liberal interpretation of all of this is provided by Jan Straathoff:


Bhaskar’s current logic is a bold and liberating one. (Epistemically, it is remarkably bold in deeming, among other things, astral and time travel, mystic experience, angelic messengers, divine whisperings, dreams, … and so on as possible media of/for knowledge gathering.) It is a logic which meanders freely between Western and Eastern thought, constantly forcing and challenging us to broaden and deepen our readings of the various cultural traditions of the past, but above all constructively aimed at furthering genuinely open debate and totalising understanding of the present complex and chaotic world in which we live.30



Straathoff does not explain how, exactly, asserting the reality of such ideal-entities (as legitimate objects of philosophy or science) is either bold or liberatory. I suppose it could be said to be bold in the sense that the enchantment of the world is asserted by Bhaskar as a matter of fact. And this (I suppose) could be interpreted as liberatory, in the sense that Bhaskar has emancipated himself from the burden of putting together a sustained philosophical argument in defence of his new corpus of ‘ideal’ concepts. Alas, in FEW, there is scant evidence of a substantive sociological engagement with the major world religions, let alone the cultural traditions in which these are embedded, and what analysis there is here is not critically informed. As for socio-historical analysis of ‘the complex and chaotic world in which we live’, there is scarcely any of this that I can detect in FEW, and what is to be found is shrouded in mysticism. Generally, analysis is subordinated to exposition and assertion.

At the risk of labouring the point, I have said that Bhaskar in his CR phase regarded the role of his philosophy as under-labouring for the natural and social sciences. However, as Garry Potter rightly says, ‘propounding … God’, and the corpus of related idealist concepts (‘unconditional love, … karma, … universal self-realisation and reincarnation’), ‘does not in fact facilitate such [under-labouring] roles’. Previously, when Bhaskar conjoined his CR with SEPM, the ‘philosophical and political opposite’ of CR was viewed naturally as idealism. But, as Potter observes, with the transition from CR to DCR and then TDCR, the enemy of realism was redefined as ‘irrealism’, not idealism. I have suggested that the significance of this apparently merely semantic change was that it made possible the subsequent smuggling into the ontology of Bhaskarian realism entities that are not and cannot be objects of science. As Bhaskar puts it: ‘Realism in philosophy asserts the existence of some disputed entity; irrealism denies it. Thus, one can be realist about causal laws and irrealist about God.’31 But this, as Potter points out, amounts to ‘wholesale redefinition of what realism is’, since it sanctions ‘a definition of realism that hangs crucially upon the question of whether or not God exists’.32 This is quite at odds with Bhaskar’s previous understanding that philosophy (and therefore realism) simply cannot establish the reality of any specific structure or mechanism in the world, that being the job of the empirical sciences.

Such is possible only by virtue of the diminution of the under-labourer conception of the function of CR philosophy. Conversely, I might add, although CR cannot assert the reality of any specific mechanism or structure, it must assume the materiality of being. For, if science is to be possible, there must be structures that are the objects of knowledge, and for these to be accessible to our sense-perceptions, such structures must be ‘bodies’ in a certain sense. In any case, as Potter rightly says, realism ‘does not speak directly to the existence or not of God’. Instead, the reality of God as a legitimate object of knowledge in philosophy (and realism) should, on the logic of CR Bhaskar, be conceived as ‘a substantive matter to be resolved by science’. But of course this is antithetical to TDCR, since ‘science has given us no evidence in favour of the proposition that God exists’, and ‘in the absence of such evidence, atheism is at least provisionally vindicated’. Thus, the previous affiliation of CR with ontological materialism is quite consistent with the under-labourer conception of philosophy’s proper role. From the perspective of CR Bhaskar, therefore, making God an object of philosophy is to commit the error of irrealism (conceived as idealism). As Potter remarks, TDCR Bhaskar ‘is an idealist propagating errors about the nature of realism’.33

Now Bhaskar’s spiritualistic speculations are manifestly inconsistent with his earlier rejection of ‘intuitive realism’, which was previously taken to task for its ‘irrealism’, inasmuch as it sustained ‘real objects identified wholly or partially in terms of human intuition, sensibility or affect’.34 Rather than attempt to rationally demonstrate the existence of God, Bhaskar instead offers the slogan that science is essentially religious, and that religion is science, insofar as the purpose of both is now redefined as getting to know God.35 This effaces the distinctiveness of scientific practices, which Bhaskar’s own CR philosophy sought to elaborate. Bhaskar negatively legitimizes his establishment of the God-concept by means of his ‘intuitive realism’ in two ways: first, he stresses as never before the limitations and imperfections of science, analytical reason and practical empirical knowledge; and, second, he makes the assertion that much of science is speculative and intuitive too.36 Bhaskar’s ‘realist theory of God’, because this necessarily involves a ‘transcendence’ or ‘overreaching’ of scientific knowledge and philosophical reasoning, is (in common with most theological systems) emancipated from the disciplines this would place on our knowledge-claims.

A further key difficulty with Bhaskar’s God-concept is that it is inconsistent with realist concepts of stratification and emergence. If stratification and emergence are real, then every structure that exists must be emergent from some underlying structure. The logic of CR and DCR thus supports the position that there is no ‘ultimatum’. If so, any structure that we might want to define as godstuff cannot possess the absolute dispositions (omniscience, infinitude, boundlessness, etc.) that would justify its designation as such. All emergent entities possess specific particulars (powers and liabilities) by virtue of their structures. To make an exception (in the case of God) is to fly in the face of the scientific essentialism that informs CR. Moreover, if God is defined as ‘pure dispositionality’ and ‘ultimate categorial structure’, this is already a limitation on the omnipotence and omniscience of God, since emergence generates positive determinate properties that are unactualized at the root stratum and the most fundamental energies. If this were not the case, what becomes of Bhaskar’s key realist idea that emergence means the generation of structures and attendant dispositions that are irreducible to those of the underlying stratum?

Of course, Bhaskar in his CR mode, speculated that the ‘ultimatum’ just might be ‘pure potentia’, so he did try to identify a possible ‘basement’ of reality. But this was tangential to his scientific essentialism (more on this below), and was itself incompatible with his depth realism. In fact, the Bhaskar of RTS pointed out that it was unlikely that science could ever reach the ‘basement’ of reality or know that it had if it did, which renders the above ontological speculation rather pointless. From the ontological perspective of CR, then, confident or positive knowledge-claims about the ultimate nature of being would not be judgementally rational, and would therefore be philosophically unwarranted. Yet, despite this, for the Bhaskar of CR, it was perhaps possible to assert rationally, on the basis of scientific knowledge and evidence, that whatever the (unknown) nature of as yet undiscovered structures, they were likely to be non-ideal. This was on the grounds that mindedness appears (from the scientific perspective) to be emergent from certain kinds of material (i.e. organic) structures.

Nor does Bhaskar’s God-concept seem compatible with the realist dialectics of DCR. There are two problems here. The first centres on Bhaskar’s claims that godstuff (the root of all being) is at least in part ‘pure dispositionality’. Now, the essence of dialectic is transformative change as a function of internal (contradictory) relations and connections between elements of a totality. Without structure, however, there are no relations between things, no dialectic, no change, and so no historical process of emergence and stratification. Pure potentia, therefore, cannot support or explain the emergence of higher-order structure or design in nature from primeval negativity or absence.37 This was not particularly a problem of Bhaskar’s philosophy prior to TDCR, despite the fact that Bhaskar originally posed the pure dispositionality of ‘ultimate being’ in his CR mode. This is for the simple reason that the ‘pure potentia’ hypothesis was at this stage of Bhaskar’s philosophical development quite inessential to his ontology (scientific essentialism). It was an entirely speculative pronouncement about the possible characteristics of the fundamental level of materiality of the cosmos, unrelated to his concepts of stratification and emergence. For this reason, its inconsistency with realist dialectics could be disregarded. However, with the onset of TDCR, the thesis of ‘pure dispositionality’ (now grasped as godstuff) has assumed a fundamental importance in Bhaskar’s ontology, and its lack of consistency with the ontology of DCR can no longer be ignored.

The second problem relates to the relationship between Bhaskar’s TDCR God and his own specific DCR designation of dialectic as ‘the ontology of absence’. In DPF, Bhaskar wishes to ontologically prioritize negativity (non-being, nothingness) over positivity (being, presence). But since, in FEW, Bhaskar seems to be committed to the idea that God is eternal and infinite, it is difficult to see how he can uphold this primary thesis. If God is simultaneously positive and negative, and is eternal, then positivity cannot be a ‘ripple on the ocean of negativity’. Further, if absence is ontologically fundamental to presence, and if God is eternal, it necessarily though paradoxically follows that God is less than God. A God that comprises negative and positive elements, with the former ontologically basic, cannot be absolute (all-powerful, all-good, all-wise, all-seeing, etc.). This is because non-being has no causal powers and absence has no moral or intellectual attributes (for good or for ill). Yet Bhaskar insists that God is an ‘open absent totality’, which is really just a token gesture towards the ‘negative dialectics’ of DCR, since an ‘absent’ God is a no-God, and obviously does not square with Bhaskar’s designation of ‘ultimate being’ as an ‘original unity’. The latter would appear to commit Bhaskar to an original ontological monovalence, a purely positive account of elemental being, which was precisely the error he thought had undermined Hegel’s philosophy. This also begs the logical problem of explaining why negativa, absences, contradictions, etc. (which had hitherto been defined by Bhaskar as the motor of stratification and emergence) should be emergent from the original unity that is God.

I argued in the previous chapter that a fundamental purpose of Bhaskar’s God-concept is to ontologically found the project of universal human free-flourishing on the earthly terrain. This was based on the derivation from the God-concept of a conception of the eternal soul (and its progression via reincarnation through finite lives). This is integral to his TDCR dialectic of freedom. But this begs the question of whether Bhaskar’s argument for the immortal soul and reincarnation is compatible with CR. Not if it depends on the adequacy of his God-concept (or ‘secular’ equivalents — fine structure, etc.). If this were the case, because Bhaskar’s God-concept fails, then so too would his TDCR account of human emancipation (eudaimonia). Or this would be the case if Bhaskar did not have a ‘fall back’ position. Does he? Well, Bhaskar also claims that his defence of the immortal soul is sourced in the CR ontology of ‘universal causality’ and ‘emergence’ (not simply his utterly unconvincing deductions from the reality of God to the reality of the soul).38 Unfortunately, as Collier rightly says, this is not so, for ‘emergence … is just what … [his argument] forgets’. As we saw in the previous chapter, Bhaskar’s souls are attributed mental causes (and effects), not material ones, which commits him to the ‘eternal pre-existence of souls’. But this is plainly inconsistent not simply with SEPM but also with the depth ontology of CR/ DCR. ‘Emergence just means that the emergent phenomena — in this case, mind — is caused by but not reducible to the one from which it emerges (matter), and that is just what Bhaskar is denying here.’39

I conclude that the Bhaskarian God (and attendant immortal reincarnated soul) has no proper place in the philosophical ontologies of either CR or DCR (conceptualization of universal being). But Bhaskar’s godism opens up a host of new contradictions and inconsistencies between the TDCR mode and the earlier forms of realism at the level of human-being-in-nature. The Bhaskarian notion that the totality of being is contained within the human being (spirit, soul, consciousness), so that we are capable of transcendental identification with God or fine structure, would seem to constitute a trans-historical universalization of humanity as absolute spirit and hence an anthropocentric spiritualization of the world. From the perspective of Bhaskar’s absolute idealism, it would appear that humanity is ‘godlike’ or ‘god’ or ‘essentially god’, in the sense that we are infinite and autonomous of the world of matter. This is because Bhaskar suggests it is the souls of human beings that are the bearers of the causal powers and dispositions that define our embodied species-being, and these souls are eternal or immortal, entering and leaving bodies on the journey to self-realization (total union with the God-within and the God-without). This journey is necessary, says Bhaskar, because human beings have collectively effaced or absented God (or fine structure) from their being, so that the ‘ultimatum’ persists only as ‘a trace, condition and … potentiality’ in human lives.40

But this does not seem consistent with a stratified or emergentist ontology of being. For, if we are our souls, and if the transmigration of souls is real, then ‘we’ have no need for embodied forms as root stratum of our consciousness, and the notion that human cognition is emergent from the brain and CNS fails, and with it the Darwinian evolutionary theory of mind. The point is that Bhaskar’s absolute idealism makes the natural world inessential to our souls (if we accept that biological reality is emergent from chemical and physical reality). This in turn licenses Bhaskar to embark upon his thoroughgoing idealization or spiritualization of being, so that consciousness is seen as ingredient at every level of being and in all entities at every level. This too is fundamentally incompatible with ontological stratification and emergence, since now consciousness itself can no longer be seen as an emergent property of any particular kind of structure.41

Moreover, Bhaskar’s reconceptualization of the ‘real’ human subject or self as immortal, as detached from the body in the transmigration of the soul, effectively cuts off the fundamental properties of the individual from his or her social and historical bases. We are decontextualized. Humans are no longer the emergent products of evolutionary and social history. Instead, Bhaskar’s subjects have an ‘empirical self (the inessential self shaped socially and historically in demi-reality) and a ‘transcendental self (the essential self that is eternalized as godstuff). This not only allows Bhaskar to designate all the negative features of the human and social worlds as alien to our ‘true selves’, as inessential self-impositions of the demi-real empirical subject, but as parasitic on a kind of primordial transhistorical subjectivity. Instead of being made by history, human beings are already-made outside history, and history itself simply occludes our self-understanding of our real transcendental selves.

Bhaskar’s stratified self of DPF, previously rooted on the terrain of his four-planar social being, has therefore been effaced. Yet it seems incredible that Bhaskar should suggest that socio-historical determinations of the subject be decentred in this way, not least because much outstanding work in the psychological and social sciences has demonstrated how many of the most elementary properties of human nature (complex conceptual reasoning power, abstraction, language, sociality, personal identity, etc.) depend for their articulation and maximal development on the socio-cultural environment and ongoing socio-cultural practices, whereas others (i.e. the sense of self and primitive self-identity) depend crucially on our embodied and practical relations with the object-world. There is a sense in which human nature is, as Marx puts it, ‘no abstraction inherent in each single individual’, but is ‘in its reality … the ensemble of the social relations’,42 though this does not rule out an understanding of individuals as bearers of natural (species) and cultural (socially relative) needs and capacities, or a distinction between our social nature (essential social needs and relations) and the specific cultural attributes we take on by virtue of our membership of particular communities.

But Bhaskar’s humanistic super-idealism even threatens to capsize his theism. For if our souls are immortal and eternal, they cannot be emergent forms even of God. In that case, we simply cannot historicize emergence, and the conclusion must be indeed that we just are God (as Bhaskar frequently asserts).43 Yet even if we accept the ‘charitable’ interpretation that Bhaskar views human beings, not simply as God or essentially God, but as finite emergent forms of God (or fine structure), so that stratification in the world is not compromised but merely reversed, fundamental problems remain. Bhaskar says that God or absolute spirit is just a ‘trace’, ‘condition’ or ‘potentiality’ in human-being-in-nature, because otherwise God is absented from the world. This appears a peculiar form of stratification and emergence, which is radically different from the manner in which it was previously conceptualized.

From the perspective of CR Bhaskar, mind is not merely made ‘possible’ by the brain and CNS, nor is it merely its absent ‘trace’ or ‘potentiality’. Nor are molecules absent ‘traces’ or ‘potentials’ of atoms. On the contrary, from the perspective of transcendental (depth) realism, the higher strata are composed of the lower but transcend them. They are preservatively sublated so that, for example, organisms are also collections of cells and molecules. Once anterior structures assume a certain level of complexity of interactions or combinations, the new structure arises by virtue of causal necessity, anchored in the antecedent conditions, but manifesting new properties that are irreducible to those of the root structure (such as the power of mind to think, which is not a property of body).44 But now TDCR Bhaskar enjoins us to allow an interpretation of the relationship between God and finite beings which is at odds with emergentism as previously understood. This is that the emergent entities (souls) of a superconsciousness (God) are radically estranged from their root stratum, are just abstract potentia of the underlying structure, and arise by virtue of the voluntary exercise of free will (‘forgetting’) rather than by virtue of natural necessity. This is a long way indeed from the scientific essentialism of CR/DCR Bhaskar.

Bhaskar’s slippage into irrealism (the decentring or downgrading of concepts of depth realism) is also pronounced in the social ontology of TDCR. In TDCR, social relations become redescribed, not as ‘deep’ structural mechanisms with corresponding ‘phenomenal’ forms of consciousness and experience, but as a depthless world of illusion and error and self-ignorance. From this new perspective, society becomes simply ’surface’, and is emptied of ontological depth, being reduced to the skin or shell covering a ‘deeper realist’ or transcendental human order of non-dual relations with God or with the fine structure of the cosmic envelope. Society is, in other words, redefined simply as the order of the demi-real, a half-world sustained only by mistaken beliefs (including errors of philosophy), which is parasitic on the primary order of humanity’s ‘natural kind’ (relations of selfless solidarity with the totality of being). As Bhaskar puts it, ‘the surface structure of the world is horrible, but that is not intrinsic to the world, and in saying the world is horrible you are immediately re-enchanting it’.45 This demi-reality is said by Bhaskar to be generated and sustained by the voluntary actions of human agents. It is, in other words, the result of recursive errors of the exercise of our free will.

This conceptual move is accompanied by a reworking of CR concepts of the actual and the real. Previously, the level of the real was that of underlying structural mechanisms, which generated the phenomenal world (the actual), which could become the objects of human experience (the empirical). But now the actual confusedly includes structural mechanisms that are parasitic on ideological (mis)conceptions of the world — i.e. social relations that consist of alienation, oppression and domination. Consequently, real socio-historical structures (capitalism, feudalism, etc.) or systems of stratification (class, gender, etc.) are collapsed into the undifferentiated ‘flat space’ of their own ideological (mis-)representations, so that structural generative mechanisms are denied causal efficacy to independently shape action or ideas, and are instead magically translated into the voluntarily-exercised (but misdirected) powers of human agents.

Contrary to Bhaskar, however, the institutions of capitalist modernity are part of the fundamental categorial structural social reality we all share, not a mere half-world of the surface, masking some deeper social ‘ultimatum’. Capitalism is, as Marx argued, a deep structure of social relations of production that gives rise to fetishistic modes of consciousness. Our actual social relations (which include those of capitalism, the commodity culture, the nuclear family and the international state system) are those that constitute us as social subjects and cultural agents. Other kinds of social relations would doubtless be better suited to allow the full expression of our human needs and capacities, but nonetheless the ones we have are the only ones we have (until such time as we replace them with alternatives), and these penetrate and mould our innermost psyches. So dismissing the social world of capitalist modernity as the order of the ‘demi-real’ just does not seem plausible.

From Bhaskar’s point of view, however, doing so renders more plausible his view that progressive social change consists simply of ‘peeling away’ or ‘casting aside’ the self-imposed ideological fetters that have made us afraid to be our true social selves, revealing the communal essence that lies beneath. Yet it appears over-simple (to put it kindly) to suggest that merely understanding that the world is horrible is sufficient to re-enchant it. This has to assume an identity of subjective and objective reality, such that knowing a different world is possible is sufficient to establish one. But one can view the world as horrible without re-enchanting it, even in consciousness (as e.g. Thomas Hobbes did), if one believes that it is beyond redemption. Re-enchanting the world surely means engaging in the economic and political and cultural struggles necessary to empty it of oppression and exploitation. Such struggles may be carried through by self-enlightened agents, or by agents who are self-enlightening by virtue of their struggles. Nonetheless such struggles may still be defeated, by virtue of the exercise of the institutional capacities of powerholders (derived from their positions in structures vis-à-vis authoritative and allocative resources), and the objective disenchanted social structures of capitalism remain intact.

Again, the problem here is Bhaskar’s under-stratified social ontology. On Bhaskar’s model, society is simply the undifferentiated order of the demi-real, which is rooted in errors of consciousness, and this order is opposed to the deeper structural reality of humanity’s social and natural and spiritual being. Freedom consists simply of self-realization that the demi-real is inessential and parasitic on the real, since once this is done the ideological ground of unfreedom is dissolved. However, precisely because capitalist modernity is a complex totality, a stratified ensemble of social practices and social structures (material and cultural), this ensures that for human emancipation to be possible, social struggles must be articulated and co-ordinated on a number of different levels (economic, political, ideological, theoretical). But this also means that de-alienation in consciousness is not identical with the absenting of structural and cultural constraints on human freedoms, nor with the absenting of the institutional capacities that powerholders can bring to bear to frustrate progressive struggles. Yet this is exactly what Bhaskar’s TDCR obscures. For this reason, Bhaskar’s TDCR fails to articulate a philosophy that can under-labour a genuinely liberatory politics or social theory.

The only ‘deep structure’ left, on this conception of social ontology, is that of the order of harmonious co-presence, the binding force of universal love, etc. This, I contend, constitutes an unhelpful conflation of the scientific-analytical and ethical domains, which Bhaskar had hitherto rightly distinguished one from the other. For whereas previously questions of value could, according to Bhaskar, be derived from questions of fact, now the distinction between them is simply blurred, so that facts are indistinguishable from values. Reality is not simply ‘real’, or being is not simply ‘being’, from the perspective of TDCR. Nor are moral or ethical positions simply human methods of articulating modes of ‘right-action’ that are at least compatible with the emergent nature of humanity’s species-being and its essential material relations of dependence on the natural world. On the contrary, reality or being becomes inherently or ontologically ‘good’, ‘right’, ‘true’, etc., so that simply understanding the real structure of the world is equivalent to spiritualizing or idealizing it: that is, investing it with an inherent ethical or moral content.

Bhaskar suggests that since fine structure or cosmic envelope is common to everything, it logically entails all within all: that is, within each singular being is the totality of being. This is what makes possible non-dual human relations in society and with the rest of the world. This is similar to Hegel’s notion of identity-relations between subjective and objective spirit. But this notion is in considerable tension with Bhaskar’s CR philosophy of science. This conceptualized rational knowledge as infinite approximation of thought to reality, so as inevitably involving a narrowing element of absence, but nevertheless as necessarily ‘cosmically’ incomplete. Bhaskar’s CR epistemological position was informed by his depth ontological realism, i.e. his postulation of a fundamental non-isomorphism between the phenomenal and structural domains of reality. Science was necessary, Bhaskar affirmed, precisely because the underlying essence and the surface forms of reality did not generally coincide. This meant that knowledge of the deeper structures of the world required highly specialized and rationalized practices of theory-construction, experimentation, observation, empirical corroboration, and so on, by means of which the empirical forms of the world could be related to the unobservable causal mechanisms responsible for them.

But if, as TDCR Bhaskar now affirms, enlightenment can be achieved by means of ‘tapping into’ the underlying and enfolding non-duality of being (fine structure), and if this capacity is conceived as instantiated in everyday practices and experiences (including dualistic and purely contemplative ones), one may legitimately inquire why we need specifically scientific practice to get at the truth of the world. Here, Bhaskar’s rehabilitation of the notion of immediate knowledge appears to ride roughshod over the stratification of the world that is absolutely central to the CR ontology. Consequently, it seems that Bhaskar’s appeal to the essential identity of being, and to the transcendental powers of the human subject to grasp the entirety of being, short-circuits the necessity of science as rational knowledge-generating activity. This would appear to destabilize Bhaskar’s realist philosophy of science.

TDCR contra negative dialectics

Bhaskar’s DCR system famously sought to establish the ontological reality of negative being (or non-being).46 He argued persuasively that hitherto Western philosophy had insisted on a purely positive account of reality. This was characterized as the philosophical error of ontological monovalence. In contrast to this ontological monovalence, Bhaskar demonstrated that, at every level of the cosmos, positive being was interpenetrated with and necessarily coexisted with ‘de-onts’ (voids, gaps, absences, voids — in a word, nothingness). In the absence of these de-onts, Bhaskar argued, nothing could move or change or have impulse or energy. Stratification and emergence would be a non-starter.

More contentiously, I think, DCR Bhaskar made the claim that negativa (absence, non-being) is necessarily ontologically basic or primary to positiva (real material strata or objects, their particular dispositions and causal powers). For this reason, Bhaskar dubbed the DCR philosophy of DPF and PE as the ‘ontology of absence’. However, I have argued elsewhere that Bhaskar does not succeed in establishing the ontological primacy of negativa over positiva.47 This is because, although he is arguably right to say that a purely positive world is refuted by the reality of natural evolution and material emergence, he does not establish how material emergence and natural evolution can have emerged from a primordial world of just nothing.

Now Bhaskar claims that TDCR constitutes a ‘preservative sublation’ yet ‘dialectical overreach’ of the DCR philosophy. But this position is simply untenable. I have already shown how Bhaskar’s ‘realist theory of God’ of FEW is unsuccessfully grafted onto the CR and DCR concepts. Here Bhaskar attempts to synthesize the God-concept with the ontology of absence, but this simply leads to all manner of logical contradictions and conceptual ambiguities (such as the peculiar notion of God as ‘open absent totality’). The subsequent evolution of TDCR into the ’secular’ or ‘materialist’ philosophy of MR resolved the logical incompatibilities and conceptual problems of fusing the God-concept with the DCR ontology of absence, but at a heavy price. For Bhaskar now insists that the ‘ultimatum’ of being, as well as its active ingredient and enfolding energy, is fine structure or cosmic envelope. As noted earlier, fine structure and cosmic envelope are conceptualized by Bhaskar as universal non-duality or co-presence, which is interpreted as the binding force of unconditional love or selfless nurture, and which presupposes the properties of unbounded creativity, imagination, freedom, enlightenment, bliss, joy, etc.

This just does not seem consistent with negative dialectics in any shape or form. Not only is the new philosophy ontologically monovalent at the level of ‘ultimate being’ (repeating the error that Bhaskar attributed to Hegel), but it also regards negativa as parasitic on positiva at every emergent level of reality, the exact contrary of Bhaskar’s previous DCR position. This would seem to lend credence to bizarre notions of the harmonization of being, of ‘total connectivity’ of things in the cosmic whole. To this, one might retort, cats and mice (for example) are undoubtedly aspects of the same cosmos, but cats will kill mice wherever they get the chance (and not it would seem simply in order to feed themselves but for purposes of recreation or even entertainment). This is because that type of behaviour is integral to their being by virtue of natural selection and evolutionary emergence. So where is the essential non-duality here?

The logic of MR is to efface ontological dialectics as anything other than secondary features of the world. But the point of a dialectical conception of being is that it insists that contradictions and oppositions and antagonisms and conflicts are integral to the inner structure of the world. Natural organic evolution, from this perspective, is a dialectical process whereby species and communities enter into complex relations of competition and co-operation. More generally, higher structures negate the grounds from which they emerge — as when the evolution of life on earth transformed the physical and chemical constituents of the planet. Bhaskar’s insistence on the immediate identity of all things in a transcendental ‘ground-state’ renders dialectical processes parasitic on a self-subsistent unitary ‘something’. This is the source of all change and motion, of stratification and emergence. But this is no more coherent than the original DCR position that positiva are ultimately dependent on underlying sustaining negativa, since we have learned already from Bhaskar that a purely positive world would be a congealed mass, a glaceating repose, totally roadblocked, devoid of impulse and energy. In any case, from where would the impulse to dialectize (differentiate, split, estrange, antagonize, etc.) a non-dual or co-present universe come from? Selfless solidarity can hardly be the originary source and sustaining energy of conflict or dissonance or contradiction.

TDCR contra TMSA

This construction of social being in terms of a simple opposition between essence (ontological truth) and surface (ontological untruth) does not seem compatible with Bhaskar’s TMSA, which formed the linchpin of his critical naturalism outlined in his PN. Here Bhaskar famously argued against three influential models of the individual-society connection. On Model I (individualism) there are no social conditions but only people and their ideas, since society is the product of meaningful human agency. On Model II (holism) there are no people but only social conditions, since human agents are simply the bearers of social relations or functions. On Model III (social constructionism), social conditions and people are simply conflated, since structures and individuals are seen as ‘two sides’ of cultural practices, as objective and subjective aspects of social consciousness or cultural beliefs. Thus, according to Bhaskar’s TMSA, whereas individualism failed because social conditions were reduced to voluntary agency, and whereas holism failed because human agents were reduced to their social conditions, constructionism failed because it simply combined the errors of both (voluntarism and determinism).

By contrast, Bhaskar’s TMSA represented a dynamic alternative to these abstract dualisms in social ontology. Here society is ‘regarded as an ensemble of structures, practices and conventions which individuals reproduce or transform, but which would not exist unless they did so’. As Bhaskar puts it: ‘Society does not exist independently of human activity (the error of reification). But it is not the product of it (the error of voluntarism).’48 Bhaskar’s TMSA proposes, against the alternative models, that social structure is both the pre-existent condition and constantly reproduced outcome of human agency. From this perspective, individuals reproduce or transform their social environments, yet under conditioning influences (constraints and enablements) placed upon their practices and consciousness by their anterior social environments, which are independent of their will.

Bhaskar’s account of social being in TDCR appears an unstable combination of the errors of Model I (individualism) and Model III (constructionism). According to Peter Berger’s constructionism, as Bhaskar observed in PN, society is simply cultural objectivations, the externalization or outpourings of human consciousness into the world, whereas the minds or subjectivities of human agents are simply the ‘re-internalisations’ of these cultural externalizations or objectivations. Now Bhaskar rejected Berger’s model on the grounds that it conflated ideas and conditions, forms of culture and social relations, human actions and objective circumstances, and ideal factors and material factors. As Bhaskar put it, ‘this model … encourages, on the one hand, a voluntaristic idealism with respect to our understanding of social structure and on the other, a mechanistic determinism with respect to our understanding of people’.49

Yet the Bhaskar of FEW and beyond now endorses the voluntarist idealism of Berger’s phenomenological conception of structure but without his reverse manoeuvre of the over-socialized or over-determined conception of people. Society is now seen as ‘embodiments of human subjectivity’, albeit a self-alienated subjectivity, but people are not seen as the fully socialized products of their own cultural forms. On the contrary, human agents are Transcendental Selves, emergent forms of God, constituents of the binding energy of the cosmic totality, and hence they are in possession of boundless powers. As an account of structure, therefore, Bhaskar’s TDCR reduces to the phenomenological understanding of society as collective cultural typifications, as objectivated forms of social consciousness. As an account of agency, by contrast, TDCR reduces to a thoroughgoing voluntarist idealism. Agents are not constrained by anterior material social conditions (which Bhaskar used to insist are never made but only remade). Nor it seems are they constrained by the inherited cultural traditions of their communities. Rather, they are constrained only by themselves, by their own chronically reproduced self-errors and self-illusions, by their own ignorance of the fact that they are already essentially free and already enlightened. For Bhaskar, then, we enslave ourselves simply by virtue of the misapplication of our own free will.

It is this that informs Bhaskar’s assertion that in order to ‘become free all we need to do is shed our illusions’.50 This is light years from his CR view that ‘knowledge, although necessary, is insufficient for freedom’.51 The difference is that the latter is informed by the TMSA which would insist on the materiality of the social structures that function as constraints and enablements on human agency and ideas, on their relative autonomy and causal efficacy apart from the world of human activity and social practices. So Bhaskar’s new voluntarist idealism is not merely an unwelcome strain running through TDCR, but is the ontological substance of the new system. The problem here is not simply that FEW is riddled with voluntarist formulae, but that these are stated unequivocally in the strongest possible terms in both the preface and conclusion of the book which summarizes exactly the ‘essential thesis’ of the TDCR project. Here is the crucial passage:


[M]an is essentially God (and therefore also essentially one, but also essentially unique); and that, as such, he is essentially free and already enlightened … Man has to shed both the illusion that he is not essentially Godlike and free and the constraining heteronomous determinations (constituting an objective world of illusion, duality and alienation) which that illusion grounds.52



Note the terminology here. Self-emancipation depends on shedding our illusions that we are unfree (elsewhere Bhaskar insists that we only have to shed these illusions of unfreedom to be free). But it follows, surely, that even if the emergent structures of alienated labour arose originally out of our ‘free will’ (which is fairly contentious), these nonetheless have since become real alien objects, autonomous structural properties, with powers and liabilities of their own, which cannot be dissolved by ‘letting them go’ or by ‘shedding our illusions’ about them, however important this step might be. Even if we accept with Bhaskar (as we should) that the world is an open system, and that in the human world reasons are causes of action, this does not make it defensible to regard the emergent structures of alienated labour as the products of our free will (as, for example, Hartwig asserts).53 This would be true only if our reasons encountered a world devoid of constraint (both necessary and unnecessary) and if our actions (or those of our forebears) had no unintended consequences that could then become emergent realities that frustrate our current and future choices and decisions.54

As a matter of historical record (to the best of our knowledge), the dissolution of hunter-gatherer communities was brought about by a variety of involuntary and unwanted factors (climate change, population pressures, resource stress, etc.). The subsequent shift to agrarian class-divided states involved tumultuous struggles and the ‘world historic defeat’ of the direct producers. The consolidation of capitalism obviously involved the forcible expulsion of the peasant majority from the land, presumably against their free will. So who is the Bhaskarian ‘us’ whose free will is responsible for masterslave type structures? When encountering passages such as the above in FEW it is hard to believe that we are dealing with the selfsame author who in DPF takes Marxism to task for failing to recognize the necessity of the past in the present (this supporting the Stalinist nonsense of ‘socialism in one country’). Here Bhaskar’s Promethean super-humanism threatens to dissolve all the structural material and cultural constraints that would prevent humans emancipating themselves right here right now. Hence the messianic triumphalism of his proclamation of the dawning of the new age of ‘universal love’.55

I conclude that the TMSA, as a dialectic of the objective and subjective dimensions of society, of structure and agency, of action and its environments, is effectively undone. As in individualism, people are made not by ‘conditions’, but are self-made (for good or for ill). As in constructionism or phenomenology, society is at root a construct of intersubjective consciousness.

TDCR contra socio-historical materialism

But Bhaskar’s capsizal of the TMSA also necessarily marks his parting of the ways with Marx’s socio-historical materialism, or with a materialist social science, which he had endorsed up to and including his DCR writings. In FEW, Bhaskar claimed that part of his brief was to reconsider ‘the old dispute between idealism and materialism’56 and hence ‘the role of ideas and intentional states … in geo-history’.57 In practice this ‘re-evaluation’ has meant the virtual effacement of material factors in his account of social being. For the Bhaskar of TDCR, social forms are conceptualized as externalized and reified forms of consciousness. The structures of capitalist modernity, including the money-form of value, for example, are explicitly described in such terms.58 Although numerous references are made in FEW to master-slave type relations, these are not viewed as non-ideational entities, but are effectively idealized and individualized and voluntarized.59 This is because they are reduced to alienated subjectivities, to deep-seated psychic and conceptual ills of a self that has detached itself from the ‘God within’ and the ‘God without’ (or from our ground-states in the fine structure of the cosmos).

As we have seen, for the Bhaskar of TDCR, social structures are denied causal efficacy in the shaping and reshaping of the social practices and forms of social consciousness that would ensure their own reproduction. Instead, the root of human ills is said to be ‘ignorance’ (‘of the true nature of man’), which gives rise to ‘desire’ (‘the cause of all suffering’),60 which in turn is responsible for mechanical materialism (in philosophy) and the dominance of instrumental rationality in our dealings with each other and the world. This constitutes the displacement of materialist socio-historical science with philosophical reasoning that operates on the purely transcendental level. From Bhaskar’s new perspective, the primacy of instrumental reason seems to have little to do with the development of the capitalist mode of production (i.e. the objectification of the world in order to fuel industrial growth and capital accumulation). This is despite the fact that the instrumentalization of nature (as mere ‘resources’) has been hugely accelerated under the auspices of the social relations of commodity production and the ideologies of consumerism sustained by these relations. Rather, for Bhaskar, the fundamental source of these philosophical and cognitive and psychological errors, and indeed of capitalism itself, is transhistorical, consisting of humanity’s collective ‘forgetting’ of its true essential nature. This ‘forgetting’ animates the dialectic of desire (of ‘having’ rather than ‘being’), which has embroiled humanity in the ‘structural sins’ of demi-reality. This means that changing social conditions means changing social ideas. As Bhaskar puts it: ‘To change the world, man only has to realize himself.’61

Bhaskar’s socio-historical idealism must face the inherent problem of all such systems. If ideas or consciousness enjoy primacy over structural or material factors in social life, how do we explain the asymmetrical distribution of ideas in geo-history? The distribution of such ideas would have to be quite random geographically, culturally and historically, unless external environmental structures (social and physical) place definite liabilities and enablements upon what is thinkable or conceivable or doable. Yet it is quite apparent that certain types of ideologies that are conceivable in modern Western societies would not have been conceivable in medieval feudal or ancient-tributary societies, ideologies such as liberalism, feminism, socialism, humanism, consumerism, and the various ‘gardening state’ projects of fascism and communism.

A deeper difficulty still with Bhaskar’s socio-historical idealism is that his underlying spiritualistic/theistic ontology of being (which ‘bubbles up’ into his social ontology) often encourages him to submerge clear-headed social and political analysis within a swamp of mystical obscurantism that is devoid of ethical or political bearings. For example, in FEW, Bhaskar claims that his ‘re-evaluation’ (non-preservative sublation) of socio-historical materialism is a response to the historical trajectory of demi-reality (presumably capitalist modernity). This has resulted, he says, in a


rising organic composition of nature [which] threatens to tear the world itself apart with ecological contradictions. But a rising organic composition of ideas, dependent ultimately upon a rising organic composition of the transcendent (that is of creativity … ) makes possible the idea of a new organisation of the social world in keeping with … universal self-realisation and harmony.62



What this actually means is anybody’s guess, such is the rarified level of conceptual abstraction. The Marxist-materialist would argue that the ecological crisis is a product of unbridled capitalist industrialization and property accumulation in the new global age, where capitalism has constituted itself for the first time as a genuinely international system. Bhaskar’s reference to a ‘rising organic composition of nature’, by contrast, fails to communicate a determinate meaning. What it does is obscure or mystify the relationship between capitalism and environmental degradation, suggesting that the problem is ‘too much nature’ or perhaps ‘nature against nature’. This might be an endorsement of the reactionary blue-green position that ‘overpopulation’ and ‘industrialization’ are the root source of the ecological crisis, but given the lack of specificity one cannot be certain. The notion of a rising ‘organic composition of ideas’, brought about by the ascendancy of the ‘transcendental’, is perhaps influenced by fashionable postmodern and post-industrial theories of the ‘informational age’, and of ‘immaterial labour’, which are said to be key features of contemporary society and culture. Again, given the lack of engagement with real socio-historical structures, it is impossible to say. But, if so, the sociological basis of Bhaskar’s metaphysic of ‘consciousness-raising’ (if indeed it has a sociological basis) would be vulnerable to the Marxist critique of these types of social theories, which has found them conceptually problematic and empirically unfounded.63

However, perhaps Bhaskar is referring obliquely to the rise of anti-capitalist and green movements, and their coming together in recent years. If so, this has definite socio-historical conditions and causes of a very ‘material’ nature. These include the consolidation of neo-liberal free-market capitalism as a global phenomenon, the working out of its contradictions across the face of the planet (especially deepening global inequalities), and the unilateral imperial practices of the US state. Unilateral US ‘free-market imperialism’ has been developed partly in response to these contradictions of global capitalism, in order to secure the economic and geo-strategic interests of the US state by extending its hegemony over parts of the world previously cut-off to American big business during the Cold War era. There is nothing ‘transcendental’ about this process: unbridled capitalism, a capitalism unchecked by geography or state controls, has meant the radicalization of constraining ills on the life-chances of billions of human beings, and this has compelled growing numbers of people to resist the agents and institutions of the system. This in turn has given shape to an increasingly critical-reflexive social consciousness on a global scale.

By contrast, Bhaskar’s unhistorical references to a rising tide of ‘ideas’ and ‘creativity’ does not get to grips with the dynamics of this process. What is growing is struggle and the self-knowledge that comes from struggle (of the fault-lines of the system, of their fateful human and ecological consequences, and of the need to resist corporate globalization collectively), not mere ‘consciousness’. No support is offered by Bhaskar for the idea that the current period is uniquely ‘transcendent’. Nor is any explanation offered for why ‘human creativity’ is in the ascendant. This is because Bhaskar’s insistence on the priority of ideas in social analysis leaves him with no means to explain from whence the ideas have come, or the contexts that infuse them with real content, or why they have the efficacy they do.

Bhaskar’s new socio-historical idealism is certainly uncomfortable reading for many realists who remain committed to Marxian social science. For others, however, it is defensible, and it has provided encouragement to bring spiritualistic, even theistic, concerns into the centre of social theory and empirical sociological research. Unfortunately, one response amongst left-radicals within the CR research community has been to try to downplay or minimize the significance of the ‘spiritual turn’ on the terrain of social ontology, so that the gaping incompatibility between TDCR and socio-historical materialism is obscured. According to Hartwig, for example, ‘[t]here seems little doubt … that Bhaskar intends that the reader [of FEW] “supply” the details of the socio-structural dialectics of the earlier system, such that one might be tempted to regard the emphasis on ideology and ideas in FEW as a valid (and therefore reversible) perspectival switch’.64


[H]e must regard even the new-found metaphysical and historical idealism, not as a rejection of the previously ‘heuristically’ accepted materialist positions but as an at least partly preservative sublation of them in a new outlook placing more emphasis on ideas and ‘spirit’. It’s not as though ‘matter’ or historical materialist analysis go completely out of the window. It’s just that matter is now at bottom ‘pure dispositionality’ or ‘godstuff’.65



On these grounds as well, Hartwig distances Bhaskar from his own oft-repeated claim that de-alienation consists simply of reforming self-consciousness, of self-knowledge and of self-alienation.66 Hartwig provides no argument or evidence in support of these claims, and he himself cites textual data from FEW that, in the absence of such argument or evidence, appears to contradict his position. In fact, Hartwig’s tentative suggestion that TDCR may possibly be some kind of preservative sublation of socio-historical materialism is based on nothing more substantial than the fact that Bhaskar himself repeatedly insists that the new system is in no sense incompatible with CR/DCR (which of course was hardly hostile to the idea of a materialist social science), and briefly recapitulates previous CR/DCR positions in passing. In other words, Hartwig uncritically accepts Bhaskar’s assertion that ‘[n]othing in this book [FEW] involves the rejection of any existing (dialectical) critical realist position’67 as settling the issue.

But the consistency of TDCR with the realisms and materialisms that went before needs to be established by reasoned analysis, rather than taken on authority (i.e. on the mere say-so of the author), or on the basis of the author’s previous positions. Hartwig’s suggestion that ‘a charitable … interpretation would “supply” everything else in DCR, unless it’s explicitly disqualified’,68 is pushing well beyond the demands of immanent critique, in favour of apologia. The problem is that Bhaskar does not establish the compatibility of TDCR with socio-historical materialism, and what he actually says contradicts it. As we have seen, Porpora rightly suggests that FEW is Bhaskar’s attempt to reach outside the academic milieu to address a new and much bigger readership. If so, it does not seem plausible that Bhaskar is simply ‘presupposing’ the structural-material dialectics of Marx (and indeed DPF) within TDCR. After all, if this were the case, the new readers would also need to be informed about the structural and material dimension of the TDCR system, but this is scarcely present, even as a ghost in the machine. Therefore, my interpretation that socio-historical materialism has been largely non-preservatively sublated in TDCR appears consistent with what Bhaskar actually argues in FEW about the social role of ideas in his new philosophy. By contrast, Hartwig’s contrary (tentative) position is derived simply from his a priori decision to view TDCR as continuous with (D)CR, because that is what he prefers to believe, contrary evidence notwithstanding.

TDCR contra Marxian humanism

A second strategy of left-wing critical realists, faced with Bhaskar’s decentring of materialist dialectics, is to try to establish a fundamental unity between the philosophical concerns of Bhaskar and Marx, despite the former’s apparent repudiation of socio-historical materialism. Certainly, Bhaskar believes that this unity exists. For him, ‘a secular interpretation’ of the spiritualism of TDCR is precisely Marx’s famous datum that ‘the free development of each is the condition for the free development of all’. Bhaskar asks: ‘What does Marx mean by that? He’s talking about a society in which your flourishing, your well-being, is as important to me as my own, in which I have no ego.’69

According to James Daly, one important source of unity between Marx and Bhaskar is that both are inheritors of the idealist tradition of classical German philosophy (though it is, of course, recognized as a critical appropriation that transcends its infatuation with bourgeois ‘property rights’). This leads them to place particular emphasis on the creative power of human agency and consciousness to transform the world. Hence Daly singles out what he sees as Marx’s and Bhaskar’s common repudiation of mechanical materialism and insistence that humanity is potentially a unity of mind or consciousness (and of spirit and nature).70

According to both Hartwig and Daly, a second important dimension to the unity of Marx and Bhaskar is that both share in common an underlying critical humanistic concern with alienation and its historical transcendence.71 This is said to constitute the ’spiritual’ or ‘idealist’ dimension of both men’s thought, in two senses. First, in the sense that their work radiates moral commitments (to human well-being), which are also shared by theistic thinkers. Second, in the sense that their work is concerned with affirming the possibility and necessity of the Ideal in real geo-history (a society of selfless free-flourishing solidarity). From this perspective, Marx and Bhaskar both argue that human emancipation (eudaimonia) depends on the idealization of human-being-in-nature, which for both is a real historical possibility. Both would affirm the possibility of human beings forming non-dual relations with each other and the world. In Daly’s view, Bhaskar’s claim that the ‘hour of unconditional love has struck’ is indeed ‘the very inspiration for Marx’s thought’ that ‘the pure love we all need from each other is unconditional … and can be structured, as in a caring economy’.72 Or, as Hartwig puts it, Bhaskar and Marx share the proposition that the essential precondition of a eudaimonic/communist society is ‘that people pervasively love and trust each other’, or share a state of ‘unconditional love’ binding communities and individuals together (‘ … love that is unconditional or it is not love’).73 The oft-cited textual basis of this interpretation of Marx, for both Daly and Hartwig, is to be found in a passage from Marx’s Comments on James Mill, where Marx affirms that ‘fully human production’ (i.e. communism) is an affirmation or confirmation of love between community members.74

Daly’s attribution of a spiritualistic foundation to Marx’s philosophy is especially informed by his interpretation of Marx’s relationship to the enlightenment.75 There are, or have been, he argues, two traditions of enlightenment, rather than one, as we are taught to believe. On the one hand, there is the official eighteenth-century (mostly) Anglo-French ‘bourgeois’ enlightenment (Bacon, Hobbes, Locke, Hume, the founders of modern physics, Bentham, Condorcet, Rousseau and the Encyclopaedists, the Scottish Historical School, Ricardo, the French materialists, the architects of the French and American republics, and also Descartes and Kant). This has produced some benefits (such as the commitment to the ‘rights of man’ and to the development of science and technology), but is for the most part impoverished (because it is reductive, dualist, mechanical, instrumental, calculative — supposedly based on the rationality of ‘deals’ or ‘profit-making’). This is the philosophy of an emerging mercantile and later capitalist mode of production. On the other hand, there is the older, less well-known subordinate enlightenment tradition, which is rooted in the holistic Platonist and Aristotelian traditions of ‘natural law’ philosophy, and in the naturalistic theology of Aquinas, later inherited by classical German idealism, and developed especially in the guise of Feuerbach’s (essentialist) humanism. ‘Natural law’, in this sense, is the philosophical notion that the essence of a thing is its ideal-state. This is the older ‘dialectical’ tradition of ‘spiritual’ enlightenment, which is about recuperating the unity of humanity and nature, mind and matter, facts and norms, under the governance of universal moral reasoning (substantive rationality — or the rationality of ‘ideals’ or ‘ultimate values’).

Now Marx is seen by Daly as residing squarely within the subordinate dialectical tradition of spiritual enlightenment. This is in the sense that he preserved its aspiration of ‘a spiritual unity, deriving from our sharing universal mind and being united in the love of truth, beauty and goodness’,76 but overcame its weaknesses (acquiescence to the rights of bourgeois property and endorsement of a ‘liberal’ or ‘Whig’ philosophy of history that regarded the evils of society as the inevitable downside of economic and technological progress). Marx is, from this perspective, the last great figure of classical German idealism/rationalism, who affirmed the necessity of dialectical enlightenment as absolute harmonization of the human and natural worlds — that is, as the ‘total redemption of humanity’77 and ‘the true resurrection of nature’.78 From this viewpoint, Marx sublated the critique of the Anglo-French enlightenment of classical German idealism, drawing on the ‘natural law’ tradition of Aristotle, but also Feuerbach’s critique of Hegel, to found a new humanistic-naturalistic dialectics. According to Daly, this allowed young Marx to affirm the real possibility of the Ideal (of human beings flourishing in selfless solidarity with each other and in non-dual relations with the non-human world) against the debased Anglo-French enlightenment, with its fetishization of private property, and acquisitive individualism. Particularly important in Daly’s construction is Marx’s critical appropriation of Feuerbach’s naturalistic humanism. Feuerbachianism, he says, is ‘the acknowledged basis of Marx’s lifelong criticism of Hegel’s idealism (philosophically idealising, transfiguring and glorifying the Kingdom of Prussia and its bourgeoisie)’. For Daly, ‘Marx transferred Feuerbach’s “I-thou” relation from domestic relationships to historical relations of production’.79 Consequently, Marx’s reworked dialectical enlightenment provides ‘an understanding of nature, what it is and by right ought to be (i.e. by right reason)’, and ‘of the good, the right, the due, the proper, the virtues (including justice), law, rights, freedom and happiness; they form a unity of mutual implication’.80 Conversely, Marx is seen by Daly as rejecting root-and-branch the philosophical heritage of the Anglo-French ‘bourgeois’ enlightenment (mechanistic materialism, Hobbesian behaviourism, empiricism, positivism, Kantian dualism, etc.).

But Hartwig and Daly also wish to attribute a specifically ‘religious sensibility’ to Marx.81 This appears to be based on at least two of the premises cited above. First, that Marx endorses along with Bhaskar the belief that humanity can be idealized, and that this idealization is the necessary foundation for a eudaimonic society. Second, that both thinkers regard philosophy and social science as necessarily secreting ethical positions, and indeed as motivated by ethical commitments and moral values. But Hartwig and Daly have a further argument in favour of this interpretation. This is that Marx shares with ‘late Bhaskar’ (and with the theistic Hegel, Schiller and religious cosmologies) a version of the triadic dialectic of alienation and de-alienation — which attributes a rational purpose to human development.82 This is the teleological ‘three stages’ periodization of human history as: (1) original harmony or simple unity, the primordial state of humanity and its relations with the world; (2) disharmony, the Fall into self-estrangement and nature-estrangement; and (3) ‘complex unity’, the recovery of harmony at a higher level in a society governed only by mind or reason, literally the ‘new Jerusalem’, ‘heaven on earth’.83

What are we to make of these arguments? There is no doubt that young Marx shares with current Bhaskar at least some of the preoccupations highlighted above. Uncontentiously, both are philosophers of alienation, and both contend that alienation is a product of history, which can be transcended historically. It is also uncontentious that the writings of young Marx (like those of ‘mature’ Bhaskar) are replete with idealist concepts and motifs, are steeped in mystical language, and at times rely on a decidedly biblical turn of phrase. Nick Hostettler observes:


Before Marx pushed through his rounded critique of political economy he too was operating on the irreal terrain of Hegel and Kant … From his own later perspective, Marx’s early work, regardless of its critical stance and its ultimate orientation towards realism, is necessarily suffused by idealism and irrealist humanism; his own early humanist impulses were themselves shrouded in quasi-mystical language.84



Hostettler is right about the presence of idealist and mystical elements in early Marx’s thought, but he is mistaken to see these as evidence of a thoroughgoing irrealism, even at this primitive stage of Marx’s philosophical career. There is in fact a fundamental discontinuity here between Marx’s humanist philosophy and Bhaskar’s TDCR, as I now intend to demonstrate.

The first point is that Marx never ditched his humanism or the theme of alienation in his transition from immature to mature writings. These themes were as fundamental to ‘mature’ (historical materialist) Marx as ‘immature’ (pre-historical materialist) Marx. What ‘mature’ Marx did was add socio-his-torical flesh to the humanism of ‘immature’ Marx, by analyzing the various social structures of alienated labour based on differentiated patterns of property relations. This means that Marx’s materialist sociology is in essentials consistent with his humanist philosophy, not a departure from it. Thus, there can be no simple equation such as ‘humanism equals idealism’, which is necessary to establish the centrality of objective idealism in the thought of early Marx. Young Marx’s dalliance with socio-historical idealism was just that, a flirtation. Idealist-humanist themes and concepts are deployed unsystematically and coexist with materialist-humanist ones. However, the latter are essential to Marx’s philosophy, the former are not. In other words, there is nothing remotely resembling an accomplished or thoroughgoing idealist system of philosophy or social theory in Marx’s earliest works, as in Bhaskar’s TDCR. This renders problematic Hostettler’s claim that ‘young’ Marx’s philosophy is a form of irrealism (though he and Alan Norrie are, I believe, entirely correct to describe Bhaskar’s TDCR as such).85

I have noted that immature Marx did indeed tend to wrap his thoughts in mystical Hegelian language, though this tendency was not altogether absent from old Marx either. Marx’s early writings (see especially the Paris Manuscripts) were clearly influenced in terms of their rhetorical form by Hegel’s teleological philosophy of history (endism). Thus Marx did famously declare that ‘communism is the riddle of history solved’, and he did refer to socialism as the ‘destiny’ of humankind, and to dialectic as the ‘unconscious tool of history’ in bringing about socialist revolution.86 But admitting this much does not establish that young Marx was fundamentally idealist or transhistorical in his philosophy (prior to 1845). On the contrary, there is no real evidence (other than the occasional mystical turn of phrase) that the humanism of Marx’s early writings is (like Bhaskar’s) grasped as a unity of spirit. Nor is there any evidence that he sees the unfolding of human consciousness as driving history towards its rational telos in the secular utopia. This is, of course, Bhaskar’s conception of eudaimonia as ‘heaven on earth’ — a ‘desireless’ social and natural world governed by absolute mind or reason.

In fact, Marx’s humanism is informed by a particular historical-materialist understanding of humanity’s species-being. This is human nature as an aspect of natural history, as absolutely dependent on the organic and inorganic worlds,87 and as the bearer of a specific ensemble of causal powers. This understanding of species-being was the basis of Marx’s critique of alienation in the Paris Manuscripts, from which there is no evidence of departure in his later works post-dating The German Ideology. Here Marx argues that the estrangement of species-life from social life (the essentially co-operative sociality of human nature) is manifested in the ‘Robinsonades’ of classical liberal theory, and in the social relations of commodity production. These ‘alienate species-life and individual life, turning the latter as an abstraction into the purpose of the former incorporating private property into the very essence of man’.88 For Marx, then, it is the frustration of the needs and tendencies of social humanity in class-divided societies that ensures that communism is historically necessary, the ‘riddle of history solved’.

Now, in substance, there is nothing essentially idealist about this humanism, even if the Hegelian form of the language deployed sometimes obscures this fact. Marx, unlike Bhaskar, does not base his anthropology on any transcendental principle (such as humans are godstuff or the transhistorical journey of the subject towards self-identity with the cosmos). Marx, contra Bhaskar, does not base his humanism on transcendental subjects — on individuals abstracted from their social and historical and biological bases. Rather, as suggested above, he bases it on the socio-historical materiality of humanity’s species-being (later grasped concretely, under the influence of Darwin, as the product of a specific pathway of socio-evolutionary history).

Nor is Marx’s humanist philosophy essentially teleological in substance, in the way often attributed to it. Young Marx does not claim that human history inevitably or necessarily terminates in communism, despite his claim that communism is the goal of history. On the contrary, in the Paris Manuscripts, Marx explicitly disavows this interpretation, arguing that communism is historically necessary only in the sense of being the necessary precondition for a de-alienated human existence: ‘Communism is hence the actual phase necessary for the next stage of human development in the process of human emancipation but communism as such is not the goal of human development.’89 The only passage in the totality of Marx’s writings where he claims unambiguously that socialism is historically inevitable is to be found in the Communist Manifesto (i.e. the famous ‘gravediggers’ slogan). But it has always seemed to me that attributing teleologism (or Hegelian-style endism) to young Marx, on the basis of a slice of political rhetoric in an essentially propagandist pamphlet, is pushing beyond credibility.

That Marx was against historical teleology is manifest in his discussion of communism. For Marx, communism marked the real beginning, not end, of human history. As he put it: ‘This social formation [capitalism] brings … the pre-history of human history to a close.’90 Marx thought that de-alienation would allow society to develop free of the fetters imposed by modes of exploitation and domination. But this was a long way from Hegel’s or Bhaskar’s endism, because there is no evidence that Marx’s communism would (he thought) mark the end of the struggle of humans to deepen their understanding and control of nature, or their struggles to understand and control their own lives, or indeed the stuff of politics (competition, conflict and disputation in communal life concerning public policy goals). As Engels put it: ‘Just as knowledge is unable to reach a complete conclusion in a perfect, ideal condition of humanity, so is history unable to do so; a perfect society, a perfect “state”, are things which can exist only in the imagination.’91 Engels’ argument against human and social perfectibility might be based on his recognition of those ‘existential constraints’ imposed on human freedoms by virtue of natural necessity — including human nature (causal laws, finitude of resources, infirmity, death, disease, flaws of individual character, the sadness of bereavement and unrequited love, etc.). If not, these have been explicitly acknowledged by other philosophers within the neo-classical Marxist tradition.92

As Collier rightly says, ‘the classical and neo-classical Marxists all share a freedom from the typical ‘Western Marxist’ — and also Stalinist and Maoist — notion that politics can solve all problems; a notion which inevitably leads to totalitarianism’.93 In any case, Marx is quite clear that communism does not entail the ‘end of history’ fantasy of human freedom from the ‘realm of [economic] necessity’. Rather, communism, for him, means that humans would be able to progress historically towards greater freedom from necessity, but without ever exhausting the goal, which is the ‘true end of freedom’. For Marx, the ‘realm of freedom actually … lies beyond the sphere of material production’, since absolute freedom exists only where ‘labour which is determined by necessary and mundane considerations ceases’, which is a utopia. However, communism allows collective humanity to approximate endlessly towards the ideal-state, by means of ‘the shortening of the working day’, which depends on the continuing cumulative development of the productive forces.94

Equally, Marx’s communism would not mark the demise of politics, because being ‘an association in which the free development of each is the condition of the free development of all’,95 it would necessarily be characterized by diversity, individuality and pluralism, which in turn would inevitably give rise to political conflict and dissensus. As Callinicos observes: A communist society, by equalizing individuals’ position in the relations of production, would make possible the kind of pluralist political order which Anglo-Saxon political scientists claim to be a feature of Western liberal democracies, but which is negated by the underlying inequalities in the distribution of productive resources under capitalism.’96 But, as Marx himself acknowledges, communism would still involve the antagonism of individual wills, only the antagonism of individual wills would no longer be conditioned by the ‘social conditions of existence’ of class-based modes of production.97

In such a society, conflict would no longer be based on unequal power relations, on socially structured political and economic inequalities, which ensure that the resolution of disputes is always irrational or unjust. Instead, conflict would be generated by the fact that freely articulated and hence manifold individual aspirations can never be fully satisfied within the bonds of any conceivable mode of production — for not even communism can ever deliver limitless sufficiency of resources — so that conflicts over which goals should be prioritized now and which later are unavoidable. However, in communist society, based on individualization and pluralism, nor could political debates and disputes reflect or perpetuate ‘global polarizations of interest’.98 Politics continues because society must, through its public democratic organs, settle these kinds of disputes — which freedoms should be prioritized now and for whom and which later. Politics (and a ‘public power’) is still needed to ensure the reconciliation of individual wills and collective needs and obligations, so that the aspirations of certain individuals for greater freedom are not sources of unfreedom for others, or undermine the cohesion of the community. Marx’s point that communism will mean the transcendence of the state is normally misunderstood as the proposition that politics and political authority will be abolished.99 This is not the case, since Marx is clear that states are particular forms of political power, namely class-conditioned political institutions, and it is these which will be transcended.100

But, in any case, Marx’s argument is that political disputes are not resolved (in a post-class society) by the hierarchical exercise of power, by the assault and battery of political and economic coercion, or by ideological manipulation, but by something resembling the undistorted communication and unconstrained public decision-making procedures of Habermas’s ‘ideal-speech community’. Here policy-decisions are ultimately based on rational consensus (majority rule). But the decisions are taken as the culmination of a political process of uncoerced debate between free and equal individuals, which ensures these are shaped by the ‘force of the better argument’.101 This is a far cry from Bhaskar’s eudaimonia, which although it is the product of politics, is then devoid of politics, since it is based on totalizing relations of selfless love and solidarity (universal co-presence, non-duality), where contradiction and conflict between individual and society and between humanity and nature is seemingly transcended. Since Bhaskar’s eudaimonia is conceived as universal co-presence (the absolute harmonization of subject and object, of oneness of humanity with itself and with God or nature) it would seem to mark the terminus of real history — the end of conflict and dissensus, the end of progress, and so the end of politics. Bhaskar’s eudaimonia, unlike Marx’s communism, is manifestly ‘endist’.102

Daly’s attribution of Bhaskarian-style voluntarism to young Marx is also unfounded. The notion that de-alienation involves ‘reform of consciousness’ or challenging traditional philosophic ideas was the perspective of classical German rationalism. Daly rightly sees Marx as greatly influenced by this tradition. But he is wrong to commit Marx to the philosophical perspective of this tradition (and TDCR Bhaskar) that social fetters on the realization of human freedoms are maintained simply by ‘repeated voluntary action’.103 Marx was also the greatest critic of classical German philosophy, viewing it as riddled with abstract moralism, idealism and utopianism. Whereas for classical German rationalism, alienation was a problem of social consciousness, for Marx it was a problem of social being, especially of the social relations of private property and commodity exchange. Marx’s analysis was not of ‘alienation’ as such, but of alienated labour, which was the social mechanism (modes of surplus-expropriation at the point of production) by which dead labour (capital or property) came to confront living labour (workers) as an alien coercive power.104

So Marx’s political and ethical positions simply do not commit him to the Bhaskarian position that human emancipation can be achieved simply through self-knowledge of self-alienation. This is not to deny that there is, of course, some textual support for the voluntarist interpretation of early Marx’s humanist philosophy. For example, in one of his letters to Arnold Ruge, Marx does say:


Our programme must be: the reform of consciousness not through dogmas but by analysing mystical consciousness obscure to itself, whether it appears in religious or political form. It will then become plain that the world has long since dreamed of something of which it needs only to become conscious for it to possess in reality … What is needed above all is a confession, and nothing more than that. To obtain forgiveness for its sins mankind needs only to declare them for what they are.105



Here Marx argues that the reform of consciousness depends on the rational critique of mysticism in all its forms. This is an abiding theme of young Marx. But its meaning is ambiguous. Is Marx arguing that simply acquiring self-knowledge of alienation will liberate humanity, or is he saying that acquiring self-knowledge is the key to overcoming alienation because ‘all else follows’ once emancipatory philosophy has gripped the people. I would say that the latter interpretation is more plausible. Thus, in 1843, Marx argued that ‘the emancipation of the human being’ will be accomplished by an alliance whose ‘head is philosophy, its heart the proletariat’, a ‘class with radical chains’.106

This position is not fully Marxist, since it is replete with elitism and dualism. But, nonetheless, even young Marx did not see human freedom (as Bhaskar apparently does in FEW) as simply ‘reform of consciousness’ by means of demystifying self-alienation. Ideas had to be materialized in practical agency to become real in their social and cultural effects, and these ideas were themselves anchored in the material world. Alienation was a material, not spiritual, phenomenon, rooted in the social relations of commodity production. The role of philosophy was not to legislate for worldly struggles. Already the gap between philosophy and the world is narrow. As young Marx himself puts it:


We do not confront the world in a doctrinaire way with a new principle: Here is the truth, kneel down before it! We develop new principles for the world out of the world’s own principles. We do not say to the world: Cease your struggles, they are foolish; we will give you the true slogans of struggle. We merely show the world what it is really fighting for.107



But this gap between philosophy and the world was destined to narrow further in Marx’s later works. The purpose of Marx’s mature oeuvre was to explore the inner structure and dynamics of these alienated social forms, to unravel the structural constraints on humanity exercised by the ‘laws of motion’ of the capitalist mode of production. Marx did not think these constraints were illusions, which could be transcended in consciousness (as TDCR Bhaskar explicitly says). This was the substance of his critique of the Young Hegelians, who affirmed that people ‘were drowned in water only because they were possessed with the idea of gravity’.108 Rather, these were institutions and conditions that had to be overcome materially, by means of class mobilizations and struggles on the socio-cultural terrain. Moreover, for Marx, these mobilizations and struggles were rooted in and energized by definite material socio-historical relations and circumstances (the forces and relations of production of capitalist modernity, their internal contradictions, and the social malintegration these contradictory forms gave rise to).

There is no textual evidence that mature Marx thought the roots of alienated labour lay in the errors of voluntary human agency (free will). That proposition would be contrary to the theoretical logic of his socio-historical materialism, relying instead on the fantastic notion of an initial calamitous collective act (the Fall) outside pressures of socio-cultural or natural constraint. Even if this was Marx’s position, this type of (TDCR Bhaskarian and indeed Christian providential) perspective would be a classic example of the ‘genetic fallacy’. For, irrespective of the ‘ultimate origins’ of alienated labour, every subsequent generation of human beings (after the Fall) has been subject to the alienated socio-structural forms they find ‘already made’, which exercise causal powers of constraint and impulse upon their activity and consciousness. For Marx, the roots of alienated labour under capitalism are to be found in the class struggles from above waged by the absolutist states and the wealthier merchants, bankers and traders to free profit-making from the constraints of landlordism and the guild system of the medieval towns. But, of course, these struggles themselves presupposed the material and social relations of the feudal mode of production and class system. From the Marxian perspective, the same would be true of all human and social practices, all of which would be constrained by the congealed ‘traditions of the dead generations’.109

I conclude from my own reading of Marx (young and old) that substantive evidence committing him to transcendental-idealist humanism or historical endism (Hegel’s closed totalities) is rather scant. But this does not mean that young Marx was an accomplished or developed critical realist/historical materialist or critic of capitalism. Marx, after all, did not manage the difficult trick of formulating Marxism before Marxism. But it does suggest that the young Marx/old Marx relation is better understood in terms of continuity and development rather than in terms of a radical epistemological break. I have argued at greater length elsewhere that Marx’s naturalistic humanism (young Marx) and structural sociology (mature Marx) constitute a unified theoretical and analytical whole that is broadly consistent with CR.110

There are also a number of profound difficulties with Daly’s attempt to locate Marx’s thought within the tradition of dialectical spiritual enlightenment (German rationalism and holistic ‘natural law’ philosophy).

First, this is a highly selective and reductive interpretation of the philosophical sources of Marx’s thought. Of course, one component of Marxian philosophy was the rationalist and idealist traditions of classical German philosophy. But Marx was also greatly influenced by Anglo-Scottish political economy (especially the ideas of Smith and Ricardo), the mechanical-materialist philosophy of the radical French enlightenment (especially the ideas of Voltaire, Diderot and Holbach), the economic sociology of the Scottish Historical School, and of course French socialism. These too were crucial elements of the Marxian synthesis,111 which consequently took shape as an anti-reductive materialism. This was defined by Marx as ‘genuine materialism and real science’, or as ‘consistent naturalism or humanism’, which ‘differs both from idealism and [mechanical] materialism, and is at the same time their unifying truth’.112 This philosophy sought to preserve the insights of idealism and rationalism (the transformative capacity of human agency, the causal efficacy of thought, the objectivity of values) within a philosophical framework that connected these powers to the structure of natural necessity (human-being-in-nature) and to the material social relations emergent from the exercise of creative human agency on the terrain of natural necessity.

Second, Daly’s account of the ‘bourgeois’ enlightenment is deeply compromised by his construction of it as an ‘ideal-type’. This licenses him to read into it all things philosophical and political he finds retrogressive, and to downgrade the significance of its progressive characteristics. This also allows him to minimize the profound influence of Anglo-French enlightenment on Marx’s thought, thus allowing him to overstate the influence of the other, ‘dialectical’, spiritual, enlightenment. Here is his own summary description of ‘bourgeois’ enlightenment:


Nature is seen [by bourgeois enlightenment] … as crude and chaotic, as ‘mere’ nature, to be dominated by … technology, including political and social engineering … Mind is seen … as relative, ultimately reducible to sense experience, and confined to serving the passions ….. For [bourgeois Enlightenment] the good is hedone, individualist pleasure, subjective and relative ‘happiness’ … For [bourgeois enlightenment], individual human excellence, arête, is worldly success … Freedom is [for bourgeois enlightenment] … negative, the unhindered pursuit of one’s pleasures, immediate or long-term utility … For [bourgeois enlightenment], justice is the equality of free citizens making political deals, that is, negotiating their other systematic equality as property owners making economic deals in a free market.113



From the perspective of this ‘ideal-type’, the ‘Anglo-French enlightenment’ was, as Daly curtly summarizes it elsewhere, ‘mechanistic, sceptical and vulgarly … bourgeois’. Moreover, it is regarded as being uniformly responsible for ‘much of the structural inhumanity of the world of today’.114 This is an incredibly reductive and cavalier treatment, as if the Anglo-French enlightenment was simply about atomistic individualism, commodity fetishism, instrumental reason, the ‘rights of property’, and Hobbes and Bentham. This is also the postmodernist-style exorbitation of philosophical error as the source of human woes, which lets capitalism off the hook rather too easily.

Whatever its limitations, this other, ‘bourgeois’, enlightenment achieved the substantial gains of modernity, precisely because it was not a ‘view from nowhere’, but was ‘this-worldly’, starting from the world as it is, building on existing possibilities, not simply confronting the world with an external Ideal, which (at the time) was an unrealizable one. It is not possible to reduce the Anglo-French enlightenment to bourgeois interests or values, not even aspirant ones.115 Its intellectual sources lay in the seventeenth-century scientific revolution (Boyle, Newton and Galileo), the economic and technical advances this made possible, Renaissance humanism, as well as the mercantilist ethos of the newly forming commercial society, but also the aspirations of the new urban classes more generally. In the French context, it was conditioned, not by petty capitalism, but largely by the social relations and contradictions of absolutism, which effectively disenfranchised the ‘middling sort’ (a disparate group of artisans, craftworkers, intellectuals, petty state officials), which explains why it tended to be less ‘instrumental’ than in the English context. In any case, shaped within a variety of socio-cultural formations, Anglo-French enlightenment contained many different philosophical strands and tendencies; it was not an intellectual monolith.

There were, of course, common or unifying political values and agendas. But these were the more positive and progressive ones, not the ones Daly highlights in his ‘ideal-type’ (i.e. egoism, unbridled instrumentalism, the rights of property, etc.). These included, as John Rees points out: ‘religious toleration against the tyranny of church and state’; liberal ideals of political and legal justice — the idea of a ‘social contract’ between state and civil society; opposition to ascription, status-rank and hereditary privilege (which veered from suspicion of private property to a less radical support of achievement-rank); and the championing of ‘science against mysticism, education against ignorance, and … humanism against superstition’.116 These unifying values and agendas are what constitute the eighteenth-century enlightenment, which makes it exceedingly odd that Daly wishes to include amongst that tradition people such as Hobbes and Bentham, who did not share the critical perspectives and liberatory goals of the others.117

As Habermas rightly says, Anglo-French enlightenment was undoubtedly committed to the ideal of human (i.e. universal) emancipation, not simply liberation of capitalism and the bourgeoisie, even if its inner strains and contradictions and compromises ensured that it was not up to the task it set itself.


The project of modernity formulated in the 18th century by the philosophers of the Enlightenment consisted in their efforts to develop objective science, universal morality and law, and autonomous art according to their inner logic. At the same time, the project intended to release the cognitive potentials of each of these domains from their esoteric forms. The Enlightenment philosophers wanted to utilize this accumulation of specialized culture for the enrichment of everyday life.118



The original intention of enlightenment, as Habermas observes, was to ‘promote not only the control of natural forces but also understanding of the world and of the self, moral progress, the justice of institutions and even the happiness of human beings’.119 This was to be pursued through the search for some degree of universal agreement or ‘ideal speech community’ in politics and ethics, informed by objective knowledge — not simply instrumental, but also hermeneutical and critical-emancipatory. Habermas rightly wants to affirm that this enlightenment project was partially accomplished, since it set in motion the substantive communicative rationalization of culture (though this was destined to be roadblocked by capitalism) and enhanced practical human control of nature:120 self-reflective thought, critical social theory, hermeneutical modes of understanding, democratic and republican models of government, the ideal of meritocracy and achievement-oriented social role-allocation, formal legal equality, discourses of natural inalienable ‘human rights’ and ‘civil liberties’, and so on — this is the formidable heritage of the ‘bourgeois’ enlightenment.

Habermas recognizes, of course, that in practice the dynamic of capitalist modernity has meant not the communicative rationalization of society, but the splitting-off of the spheres of instrumental (science), moral-practical (ethics) and aesthetic-expressive (art) rationality from the everyday life-world, their monopolization by experts, and the consequential impoverishment and disempowerment of the public realm. He recognizes too that, under the domination of capitalism, the logic of instrumental and strategic action has colonized the economic and political spheres, and is increasingly invading the life-world as well. Nonetheless, Habermas rightly wants to insist that the project of enlightenment is not only unfinished business, but is worthy of an ongoing struggle to draw it to a conclusion, even if (in his view) this struggle can only ever be partially successful.121

Salim Malik argues persuasively that enlightenment universalism was based on the idea that underlying the relativity and plurality of cultures, was a unitary human nature (understood as a unity of needs, emotions and reason).122 ‘All the philosophes believed, to a lesser or greater extent, that humans were by nature rational and sociable, and hence different from other animals … They also believed … that [this] … static human nature [was] … common to all.’123 This, he points out, rendered enlightenment philosophy inherently antithetical to the particularistic oppressions of ethnocentrism, religious intolerance, and racism. ‘The belief in a universal human nature led logically to the notion that the divisions among humanity were either artificial or to a large extent irrelevant in comparison to its elements of commonality … Not only did enlightenment philosophers declare the unity of humankind, but they believed they were all potentially equal … This belief … was held by virtually all enlightenment thinkers.’124

Of course, there were those (such as Voltaire and Hume) who held racist views, but they were in a minority, and their views were inconsistent with enlightenment universalism. Furthermore, there were those (such as Newton and Locke) who sought to evade the logic of enlightenment egalitarianism, by attempting to identify the ‘rights of man’ explicitly with the ‘rights of property’, and the need for social order, hence rendering enlightenment safe for the bourgeoisie and the monarchy, but this was exposed and relentlessly criticized by the radicals. As Malik explains, precisely because the Anglo-French enlightenment was inherently corrosive of the pre-modern ideologies of natural inequality (status-rank, the divine rights of kings, etc.), this eventually made possible and necessary, in the context of a capitalist society, the fabrication of the ideology of scientific (biological) racism in order to legitimize and rationalize the persistence of class and ethnic inequality in a post-enlightenment culture that had accepted egalitarianism.125


The idea of ‘race’ developed as a way of explaining the persistence of social divisions in a society that proclaimed belief in equality. Racial theories accounted for social inequalities by ascribing them to nature. As Condorcet put it, racial theories made ‘nature herself an accomplice in the crime of political inequality’ … In this process the ideas of natural difference which held sway in the pre-Enlightenment world were recast into a discourse of race.126



Yet despite their formal commitment to the goal of universal natural ‘rights of man’, many of the leading enlightenment philosophers were sensitive to the socio-historical relativity of ‘ways of life’, and they were generally tolerant (even appreciative) of ethnic, cultural and religious difference. As Montesquieu expressed the sensibility: ‘One should not sit in judgement upon the ways of other people, but rather seek to understand them in the context of their circumstances, and then use one’s knowledge of them to improve understanding of oneself.’127 As Malik rightly says, this sensibility was the logical result of enlightenment universalism:128


The certainty that there existed a universal human nature and a common human psyche led to a greater willingness to accept unfamiliar values and to a more tolerant and humanistic attitude towards non-European peoples. Different cultures and mores were regarded as different outward manifestations of the same inner nature.129



But, of course, the Anglo-French enlightenment, despite the unifying concern with the project of human emancipation, contained innumerable inner variations, differences, tensions and strains.

First, there was an ‘optimistic’ French enlightenment (represented by intellectuals such as Condorcet, Turgot and Comte), which viewed modernity as an unqualified and qualitative advance on the societies that went before, and which promised uninterrupted progress towards an ideal-state; and then there was a more cautious or ‘pessimistic’ French enlightenment (represented by intellectuals from Rousseau right through to Saint-Simon), who were well aware that modernity promised both benefits, but also great hazards and dangers.130 The same split between optimists and pessimists was true of the Scottish and English enlightenments. Rousseau, on the French side, referred to the ‘misfortunes’ of progress, by which he meant private property and deepening class cleavages between rich and poor.131 Montesquieu feared that the Europeans might use their power to force their own cultural conventions on non-European peoples. Diderot warned that this would exactly be the downside of progress — the Europeans would not bring Reason to non-European cultures but Christianity and pillage.132 Ferguson, of the Scottish enlightenment, argued that the growth of the division of labour (though economically rational and beneficial) would undermine civic commitments and social solidarity, which he thought was the essence of human society, a theme later taken up by the French sociologist Emile Durkheim. As McLellan rightly says, ‘the works of Ferguson and Millar, stagiest though they are, clearly reveal a complex sense of the costs of progress’.133

Second, as Israel argues, there was also a basic cleavage between the ‘radical’ and ‘moderate’ wings of the ‘traditional’ enlightenment.134 The radical wing begins with Spinoza, who reduced God to the totality of the material universe, and then is taken forward by thinkers such as the French Huguenot Bayle and the Italian philosopher Vico, and culminates in the work of Diderot and his allies. This radical wing was uncompromising in its critique of organized religion, of deism, of Renaissance humanism (which alienated the human essence as godstuff and ended up justifying religious authorities). Moreover, the atheistic materialism of the radicals made them explicitly opponents of all notions of hereditary inequality. All humans were equal by virtue of their common biological constitution, so that the divisions of class and status were arbitrary impositions on the human world. Diderot and the radical encyclopaedists were champions of republican and democratic forms of social organization, although they shared the typical enlightenment notion that the oppressed could not free themselves until they had been ‘enlightened’ by the already-enlightened, that is, educated out of their superstitious beliefs.

The radical wing was, unsurprisingly, heavily persecuted by the absolutist states and the church authorities. The moderate wing, on the other hand, starts with Newton, continues with Locke, and runs through to Voltaire and Hume. This wing was not at all resolute in its opposition to organized religion, or to established church authorities, and was not committed to republican or democratic forms of socio-political organization. Indeed, Locke, for example, maintained financial interests in the slave trade throughout his life. Where enlightenment universalism was compromised, in politics and in philosophy, this was accomplished by the moderates, who wanted to evade its consequences. This wing actually set itself in opposition to the radical (or pure) enlightenment, sought and made alliances with the Catholic and state authorities for mutual advance, attempted to reconcile science and religion, and aspired only for a political setup based on power-sharing between monarchy, landowning aristocracy, and the new commercial classes.135

Third, the Anglo-French enlightenment philosophers held differing understandings of the meaning of rational knowledge and of the scientific method. As Malik observes:


British thinkers tended towards empiricism, the French towards materialism. The early Enlightenment thinkers were still influenced by seventeenth-century rationalism; the latter ones, especially Rousseau and Kant, prefigured the Romantic, idealist and socialist traditions of the following century. Diderot believed that human relations belonged entirely to the domain of biology; Rousseau violently disagreed. Hume, unlike Condorcet, denied the possibility of access to objective knowledge. Voltaire was a Deist; many of his contemporaries were atheists. Hume believed that the sense of obligation was an empirically examinable sentiment; Kant founded his moral philosophy on the refutation of this thesis.136



The following were the most important traditions.

(1) The radical materialists, such as Diderot, Holbach and Helvetius. Their materialism was undoubtedly reductive, and therefore erroneous, but it was not (in the context in which it was formulated) ‘crude’ or ‘vulgarly bourgeois’, as apparently Daly would have it. The errors were quite natural, since the philosophy was informed by the Newtonian ‘revolution in physics’, which had made respectable the notions of mechanical causality in nature. But the materialist philosophy of the French radicals also made them unremitting critics of social inequality. This was because it allowed them to grasp the intellectual and cultural debasement of the mass of humanity at the base of society as the product of unfavourable material circumstances — not free will choices or innate differences among individuals and groups — which could be abolished or ameliorated with a transformation of the social environment. Their radical materialism also made them unremitting critics of organized religion. This was because it allowed them to undermine the ideological basis of religious authorities that insisted inequality was the product of God’s design.137

Feuerbach’s naturalistic humanism, which was committed to ‘inverting’ Hegel’s absolute idealism (rooting forms of consciousness in nature, including human nature), was clearly indebted to French materialism, which was also the inspiration for Feuerbach’s critique of Christianity (as the self-alienation of humanity’s own essential powers). Marx himself owed his lifelong atheism to his reading of the encyclopaedists,138 whose critique of theism he endorsed. Although he and Engels described French materialism as ‘one-sided’,139 they remained committed to the goal of a materialist philosophy and social science set out by the French radicals (the explanation of consciousness in terms of being, of mind in terms of matter). There is no real evidence that mechanical materialism (of the eighteenth century), as a philosophy of nature, is particularly supportive of bourgeois ideology (of deals, instrumentalism, etc.), or of a conception of nature as mere ‘raw materials’ to be exploited and dominated by human beings, as Daly suggests. 140

(2) The radical empiricists, such as Hume, who argued that there were no ‘innate ideas’, but that instead human knowledge was derived from sense-impressions, so that complex ideas were formed out of simple ideas, which were images of sense-data. For all the limitations of Hume’s philosophy, this rendered scientific rationality sensitive to the problem of inductivism, and (despite Hume’s flirtation with racism) his empiricism was (against his own intentions) also supportive of the enlightenment idea that social inequality was ‘artificial’ and thus unjust (since the minds of the uneducated and unenlightened were ‘blank pages’ that could be filled with either ideas derived from enlightening or educating experiences or their contrary).

(3) Those, such as Locke, who sought to synthesize Cartesian rationalism and empiricism, preserving a role for human reasoning (reflecting upon and organizing sense-data) whilst insisting that sensory-experience was the root of all empirical knowledge. Again, Locke’s philosophy, whatever its limitations, was progressive, since it captured the truth that real science must be a synthesis of the rational and the empirical; and his rejection of ‘innate ideas’ was utilized by his followers (again contrary to Locke’s own view) to attack the idea of hereditary inequality, and of subordination to religious authorities.

(4) Finally, there was, of course, Kant, who also sought to synthesize the rational and empirical traditions, and the materialist and idealist ones, within a philosophy that argued that sense-experience provided the raw material of thought, but that mind or reason constructed this material with techniques and (sometimes) with ideas (space, time, causality) that were not derived from experience but which were innate properties of thought.

Finally, the Anglo-French enlightenment generated an intellectual climate that made possible the development of the human and social sciences. Whatever the problems with this body of work, it represented real progress in philosophy, in our understanding of scientific knowledge, and in our practico-critical relations to society. As Zeitlin makes clear,141 the big breakthrough was the cultivation of the sensibility that all aspects of human culture and knowledge and institutions should be opened up for critical scientific analysis:


Philosophy was no longer a matter of abstract thinking; it acquired the practical function of criticising existing institutions [and ideologies] to show that they were unreasonable and unnatural. It demanded that such institutions and the entire old order be replaced by a new one that was more reasonable, natural and hence necessary … Enlightenment thinking, then, had a negative and critical as well as positive side. It was not so much the particular doctrines, axioms and theorems that lent it a new and original quality; rather it was the process of criticising, doubting and tearing down — as well as building up.142



But the enlightenment also provided a model of scientific rationality that (whatever its flaws) has underpinned the progress of scientific knowledge and research over the past two centuries, and which has (despite its errors) vastly increased human understanding and control of natural processes:


The philosophes believed that the world — both natural and social — was ordered according to laws which could be discovered through a combination of empirical study and inductive reasoning. To the Enlightenment mind, facts were not just a chaotic, haphazard jumble of random elements. They fell, rather, into finite patterns and exhibited definite forms, regularities and relationships … Such laws were comprehended not through deductive reasoning, as seventeenth-century rationalists had believed, but through a combination of empirical data and inductive logic. Hence … the Enlightenment philosophes helped establish the modern scientific method through the synthesis of two previously separate philosophical traditions — rationalism and empiricism.143



The critical rationalist and CR philosophies of science (the former of which demonstrated the limitations of inductivism and made room for the creative dimension of science; the latter of which escaped the limitations of Humean-understandings of causality and established causality as a property of unobservable structures of reality) would not have been possible without the groundwork provided by the Anglo-French enlightenment. Certainly, it can hardly be described as the philosophy of ‘deals’ (profit-making), or indicted for the socio-political problems of capitalist modernity, as Daly would have it. By contrast, the tradition of dialectical spiritual enlightenment, within which Daly situates Marx, did not make any significant contributions to the development of the scientific method.

Not only were the enlightenment philosophers the first thinkers to define society as an object of study in its own right, but they also pioneered the idea that society could and should be investigated not only rationally but also empirically (i.e. scientifically). In other words, the enlightenment philosophers aspired to a secular scientific method of social analysis, even if in practice they fell short of the ideal. As we have seen, the most radical of the enlightenment thinkers were unremitting materialists, who banished God from the social realm, just as the scientific revolution had displaced God from nature. As such, they broke decisively with classical and theological conceptions of history as being governed by supernatural causes (God’s will or concepts of Divine Law). The assumption underpinning enlightenment thinking was that human society was an objective structure of institutions that had secular, material causes (the combined passions and morals of individual human beings), and was governed by naturalistic laws (laws of human nature or human reason) that themselves had material causes.144 Montesquieu, for example, argued that human societies ‘derive uniquely from the constitution of our being ….. one must consider a man before the establishment of societies. The laws he would receive in such a state would be the laws of nature’.145

The Scottish Historical School (Millar, Robertson, Ferguson and Smith) represented the high point of this translation of enlightenment philosophy into social-scientific investigation. This was because they sought not only to scientifically explore modern society, but locate it in historical processes of social development. In doing so they sought to add a strong historical sense to the abstract concepts of ‘reason’ and ‘progress’ that were characteristic of French radical thought (and later of classical German idealism). Modernity was defined as the culmination of a historical process, which had led through different types of society, each representing qualitatively different and increasingly complex forms of economic organization. For the first time, in the work of the Scottish Historical School, we have a sense of socio-structural analysis of human behaviour, of the role of economic relations, different forms of the division of labour, in conditioning human agency and cultural outcomes — a manifestly proto-sociological concern. Economic institutions explain social and cultural institutions, on this logic, even if economic institutions are explained in terms of human nature. As Millar wrote:


In searching for the causes of … systems of law and government … we must undoubtedly resort … to the differences of situation … the fertility or barrenness of the soil, the nature of its productions, the species of labour requisite for procuring subsistence, in the number of individuals collected together in one community.’146



Or, as Robertson put it:


‘In every enquiry concerning the operations of men when united together in society, the first object of attention should be their mode of subsistence. Accordingly, as that varies, their laws and policy must be different’.147



For Adam Smith, of course, human society progressed through necessary and cumulative stages of development — hunting, pasturage, agriculture and commerce. According to this theory (the so-called ‘four stages theory’), commerce was the highest, most rational stage. This was because the new market economy of capitalism was uniquely adapted to human needs and social development, since it constituted an objective mechanism (the laws of supply and demand) by which the self-interested pursuits of individuals generated social or public benefits for all.148 These economic ‘laws’ of society, according to the Historical School, were based on the ‘laws’ of human nature. Smith argued, for example, that modern commercial society was ‘the necessary, though very slow and gradual consequence of a certain propensity in human nature … the propensity to truck, barter, and exchange one thing for another’.149 In a similar vein, Millar argued that there was a ‘disposition [in humanity] for improving his condition, by the exertion of which he is carried from one degree of advancement to another’.150

The work of the Scottish enlightenment thus represents a body of social theorizing which: (1) identifies society as a distinct object of scientific study — ‘a category of historical investigation, the result of objective, material causes’;151 (2) defines society as a kind of structure that generates laws of development;152 (3) ‘distinguishes between and seeks to make generalisations about different kinds of society’;153 (4) formulates a general account of the successive stages of social development; and (5) is particularly concerned to ‘elucidate the nature of the modern societies of contemporary Europe, radically different as these were from past social forms’.154 This is a genuinely sociologically informed endeavour, and one that laid the groundwork for the work of the ‘founding fathers’ of sociology (Marx, Durkheim and Weber).

Now the influence of the Scottish Historical School on Marx was profound and explicitly acknowledged. Marx’s socio-historical materialism shares all of the above preoccupations (1–5). Moreover, it is obviously based on the perspective of the Scottish enlightenment that the starting point of social analysis (because the basis of material causality in human affairs) should be ‘real living individuals’ as these are shaped by their mode of wealth-creation and wider material environment.155 Marx evidently did not see the founders of this tradition of social analysis, Smith and Ricardo, as ‘vulgarly bourgeois’ (though he dismissed its facile ideologues as ‘hired prizefighters’ of capitalism).156 Marx lauded the work of Smith as the first serious effort to scientifically diagnose the nature of capitalism, and for his discovery (later partially retracted) that the source of the wealth of nations was human labour, not the mute resources furnished by nature.157 Smith’s endeavour (uncovering the ‘laws of motion’ of the new capitalist economy) was later embraced by the English philosopher and economist David Ricardo, whom Marx commended for opposing the vested interests of capital where it obstructed the development of material production,158 and for his ‘scientific ruthlessness’ in discovering the determination of the value of commodities by labour-time, and for hence exposing the fundamental antagonism of class interests in bourgeois society.159 Marx’s reading of the great works of Anglo-Scottish political economy provided him with the starting point of his own theorization of the capitalist mode of production, and (teasing out its silences, gaps, and contradictions — especially of the Ricardian value-theory) allowed him to formulate the conceptual toolkit to historicize and sociologize the abstract materialistic humanism of Feuerbach and relocate Hegel’s idealist dialectic of consciousness in real socio-historical processes.160

Yet, though Daly vulgarizes the Anglo-French enlightenment, and downgrades its profound influence on Marx’s thought, he clearly is right that the tradition of dialectical spiritual enlightenment (Aristotelian essentialism and classical German idealism) was a potent influence in the development of Marx’s philosophy and social theory. Marx did share the ultimate goal of the natural law tradition (of Plato, Socrates and Aquinas) of unifying humanity and nature, mind and matter, and facts and values, under the auspices of a rational social order. Feuerbach’s naturalistic humanism was undoubtedly the inspiration for Marx’s materialistic ‘inversion’ of Hegel’s absolute idealism. He accepted Feuerbach’s view of Christianity as humanity’s self-alienation from its own species-being, and this view informed his own critique of Hegel’s theory of the bourgeois state as ‘higher reason’ (reconciling the conflicts of civil society) as the expression of humanity’s self-alienation from its communal being.161 Marx also learned from Feuerbach that human beings were not asocial individuals, or creatures whose sociality was derived from the rational self-appraisal of individuated interests (as the Scottish Historical School and its vulgar ideologues insisted), but were intrinsically or instinctually social beings. As Marx put it: ‘The human being is … not merely a gregarious animal, but an animal which can individuate itself only in the midst of society.’162

But Marx was also well aware that the tradition of classical natural law philosophy, though preaching a higher organic unity of humanity, and of humanity with nature, was fundamentally compromised by its endorsement of private property, its toleration of slavery and status-rank (which were not seen as detrimental to the natural unity of being), its abstraction of rights of politics and culture from those of mere ‘stomach-filling’, and its general elitist disdain for manual work and those who conducted it. Aristotle’s own eudaimonia, far from being based on the unity of humankind with nature, took for granted the abstraction of the life of the mind from the life of the body, since he viewed manual work as fit only for slaves.163 This idealism and elitism was of course inherited by classical German rationalism, which (in Hegel) repaired the bridge between mind and matter, subject and object (torn asunder by Hume and Kant), only by treating human consciousness, human institutions and the natural world as manifestations of the Absolute Idea or Absolute Spirit.164 Marx, of course, submitted this approach to merciless criticism, in his reflections on the work of Hegel,165 and on the work of the Young Hegelians.166

Marx was also clear that Feuerbach’s humanism was, ultimately, untenable, for a number of reasons. First, because it treated both nature and human nature as a kind of abstract timeless essence, rather than products of history, hence losing Hegel’s powerful historical sense. In doing so, Feuerbach lost sight of the fact that the nature of real living human beings was shaped as much by the historically prevailing ‘ensemble of social relations’ than by general cross-cultural species characteristics — such as ‘mute’ sociality. As Marx, in his ‘Theses on Feuerbach’, puts it, ‘the essence of [humanity] ….. can with him be regarded only as “species”, as an inner, mute, general character which unites the individuals only in a general way’.167 Second, because Feuerbach regarded the essence of humanity’s species-being as ‘love’, the binding force of community life, whereas Marx defined species-being less speculatively and romantically as an ensemble of causal powers — including sociality, self-consciousness and collaborative labour — which together made possible human society and history.168 Third, because Feuerbach’s approach ended up, despite its avowed materialism, collapsing back into Hegelian-style idealism, since humanity’s self-alienation in religion consisted in errors of consciousness to be overcome in consciousness.169 This reproduced the fundamental problem of French reductive materialism: if alienation is errors of consciousness, and if errors of consciousness are caused by material conditions, how is dealienated consciousness possible, if it is dependent on changed material conditions? It is not possible, except by collapsing back into idealism and elitism, and magically absolving the philosopher from the material conditioning of his or her epoch. ‘Hence, this doctrine is bound to divide society into two parts, one of which is superior to society.’170

This elitist-idealism was exacerbated by Feuerbach’s lack of a historical sense, and his failure to develop a sociological explanation of the roots of religious alienation, which meant that his solution to the problem was simply to confront recalcitrant reality with the project of spiritual enlightenment, an intellectual struggle to win minds. What he did not consider were the social conditions which rendered self-alienated religious consciousness necessary and made possible its dissolution. This meant, for Marx, that Feuerbach wrongly saw the task of philosophy as undermining religious illusions, whereas the point of philosophy should be to undermine the social and material roots of these illusions in the real world.171 As Marx remarked, ‘insofar as Feuerbach is a materialist he does not deal with history, and insofar as he considers history he is not a materialist’.172

But perhaps the major difficulty with the whole dialectical-idealist tradition of German philosophy, for Marx, was precisely that it counterposed heavenly ‘ideals’ to hellish ‘actuality’. The Germans, he remarked, ‘thought what other nations did’,173 rather than exploring how ‘actuality’ (the material reality of actual-existing society) made possible the realization of the ‘ideal’ (this requiring, as he later understood it, the specification of its material prerequisites: the level of development of economic production, the contradictions of class society, the transformative capacities of the propertyless workers). All of this rendered the accomplishment of its goal of spiritual enlightenment a utopian fantasy. Thus, although strongly influenced by Feuerbachian humanism (and classical German rationalism), there is no evidence that Marx made this ‘spiritualist’ tradition the foundation of his own philosophical system, as Daly suggests.

But what of the argument, shared by Hartwig and Daly, that Marx was in possession of a fundamentally ‘religious sensibility’? Hartwig bases his attribution of a ‘religious sensibility’ to Marx on the fact that Marx’s humanism, like theistic discourses (and Bhaskar’s TDCR), is self-consciously value-laden, secreting a form of ethical naturalism — namely the ethics of solidarity and care. As Hartwig explains, whereas ‘love, for the religiously minded, is ultimately about union or identification with the divine … for those not so minded, as well as those who are, it is about union or identification with our fellow human beings and the rest of being (from whence we came, and ecologically necessary)’.174 Whereas the ‘secular’ Marx viewed eudaimonia as ‘the true realization of the human foundation of religion’,175 religious folk view eudaimonia as the true realization of divinity (whether in heaven or on earth). Nonetheless, both are committed to a society based on the ethics of ‘willing the concrete good of the other’,176 which is clearly a ‘religious’ or ‘spiritual’ commitment (‘love thy neighbour as oneself- that’s the bottom line’).177

James Daly’s interpretation of Marx’s thought as representing, as he puts it, a ‘fundamentally religious response to reality’, is based on the fact that Marx sought to define ‘things critically in terms of their ideal’, which is seen as a different kind of idealism to Hegel who sought to idealize existing reality.178 As Daly puts it: ‘Unlike Hegel, Marx did not tailor the dialectic, the ascent to the highest good, to fit existing reality: he envisioned the transformation of that reality into what could be described as a heaven on earth.’179 By ‘heaven on earth’, Daly makes clear, Marx is affirming the necessity of a society based on universal unconditional love: ‘Love, willing the other’s good, is the essence of socialism or humanism, but does not dare speak its name in polite English company.’180 For Daly, Marx’s affirmation of the possibility of idealizing reality, hammering it into conformity with the ideals of spiritual enlightenment, is exactly what renders his philosophy ‘religious’ in its sensibility.

This claim that ‘young Marx’ endorsed ‘a fundamentally religious sensibility’,181 or ‘an essentially religious response to reality’,182 is questionable. Since Marx was a lifelong atheist, the meaning of ‘religious sensibility’ is not entirely clear in this context. Hartwig agrees with Tobin Nelhauss’s suggestion that one can possess a ‘religious sensibility’ without a ‘theological commitment’.183 But I take it that the former implies rather more than that an individual, by virtue of his or her socialization within a particular culture that contains a strong religious dimension, will tend to embrace perspectives and values that have been shaped by that tradition. One may not, for example, have a ‘religious sensibility’, despite having been raised within a Catholic family (as I have), ifone rejects the theistic doctrines of the Catholic Church and indeed the God-concept generally (as I do). After all, religious doctrines may contain ethical positions that are compatible with the articulation of a progressive secular morality informed by scientific knowledge within the framework of a materialist philosophical ontology. Inasmuch as such positions are distilled from theistic doctrines without embracing their godism or supernaturalism, and are self-consciously secularised within a naturalistic humanism, there seems little point in attributing ‘religious affiliations’ or ‘religious conceptions’ to those who subscribe to them.

This is for the simple reason that theistic discourse, despite its godism and idealism and mysticism, is intimately concerned (amongst other things) with articulating the grounds of ethical-right-action on the terrain of human-being-in-nature. It is, in this broad sense, a mode of philosophical reflection on the ethical meaning of human existence. In this respect, theistic discourses are engaged in an intellectual endeavour that is not dissimilar to secular moral philosophy. According to Marx, of course, godism or deism is precisely the fantastic projection of the ethical ‘ultimate concerns’ of human beings onto a cosmic super-subject, which then becomes the alienated essence of humanism itself.184 From this perspective, ‘religious sensibility’ comprises ‘ethical sensibility’, yet estranges it from its natural bases in humanity’s species and social being, and hence diverts it into mysticism and obscurantism. But, if Marx is right, this means that theism, whatever else it is, necessarily has a materialist or worldly basis and rationale to it. There is, in other words, a secular or naturalistic/humanistic core (including practical interests) within the mystical or supernaturalistic shell of ‘religious sensibility’. This is not surprising, since religion, like all human cultural practices, has its roots in the social and material interactions of human beings on the natural terrain. But it is precisely in the recognition of the worldly or secular basis of ‘religious sensibility’ that it ceases to be, in any meaningful sense, a religious sensibility.

A second problem with the Daly/Hartwig attribution of ‘religious sensibility’ to Marx is that this kind of interpretation trades on a basic conflation or elision of different meanings of ‘idealism’. As Daly explains:


It … seems to me that Marx’s thought, while atheist in fact, is not necessarily so in principle, and that the essence of his thinking in this area, the critique of fetishism and alienation, is akin to the religious critique of idolatry, and would be consistent with a philosophical theism which gave due weight to a negative dialectical theology, and a religious outlook which did not serve as an instrument of social control for any of the ruling and possessing classes.185



This is a rather obscure point: Marx’s thought is not atheistic in principle because theists have sometimes argued that one should not worship ‘false gods’. Something similar is suggested by Andrew Collier, where he claims that Marx’s critique of religion is not dissimilar to Christianity’s critique of idolatry. Marx shares in common with Christianity the abhorrence of the instrumentalization of being, which terminates in the self-deification of ‘egoistic man’, and the emptying of ethical virtue from the world.186 But, arguably, in theism, idolatry is not rejected. Rather, what theists reject is the wrong kinds of idolatry (alien deities, false faiths, pleasures of the flesh, and so on). But Daly’s underlying point is that Marxism and theism (or at least certain kinds of theism) share in common a moral critique of society, on the grounds that it is in some sense alien to real human needs, and therefore is bad rather than good.

On this account, religious sensibility is equivalent to ‘spirituality’, which in turn is equivalent to a concern with an ethics and a morality of universal ‘right-action’. Marx is therefore designated a ‘religious thinker’ in principle, and hence continuous with Bhaskar’s ‘spiritualism’, simply because ethical positions and emancipatory critiques are integral to his philosophy and social theory. Marx, like Bhaskar, is committed to the ‘right’ society, in which ‘the free development of each is the condition of the free development of all’. Marx, like Bhaskar, endorses the Eden→Fall→Eudaimonia dialectic of alienation and de-alienation, which also has its roots in the religious sphere. Thus, ipso facto, Marx, like Bhaskar and Hegel, is a ‘fundamentally religious thinker’. He becomes an ‘idealist’ or ‘spiritual’ thinker by definitional fiat, irrespective of his lifelong atheism and ontological materialism. By the same logic, emancipatory philosophy and social theory is magically transformed into religiosity, even where it explicitly rejects godism or ontological idealism (i.e. denies the core feature of religiosity — belief in the supernatural or the ideal basis of reality).

But if ‘religious sensibility’ is to be defined so permissively or elastically, as being simply synonymous with the belief in the historical feasibility and ethical desirability of the project of human social emancipation on planet earth, it is difficult to see how, if one accepts these peculiar definitions, any genuinely progressive philosophy could be anything other than ‘religious’, particularly where it is informed by real history. But, of course, history tells us that religious or theistic discourses and practices are often far from being unambiguously supportive of progressive or libertarian politics.187 Yet Hartwig would also attribute ‘religious sensibility’ to Marx on the grounds that his dialectic of emancipation is influenced by the triadic Schillerian (and Hegelian) dialectic, which itself is influenced by religious cosmologies. This strategy also fails, since ‘affinities’ (as Hartwig elsewhere puts it) with the form of religious conceptualizations of the Eden→Fall→Eudaimonia dialectic is not the same thing as sharing ‘essentially a religious response to reality’.188 If Marx’s dialectic of freedom is secular, i.e. historical-materialist, it is not religious, period. I have argued that the content of Marxian dialectic is fundamentally different to the spiritualistic Bhaskarian dialectic of freedom of TDCR. It is also, I intend to argue, fundamentally different to the providential version of the Eden→Fall→Eudaimonia dialectic.

But whether Marxism is analogous to theism depends on whether ethics must have a supernaturalistic foundation, or whether they can be rooted in the material world. But, of course, ethical positions (evaluative realism) are not necessarily rooted in religious values or even in religious sensibilities. Rather, they may instead (as in the case of Marx himself) be based on a materialist ontology of human-being-in-nature. There is, then, no logical necessity for human normative or valuational systems to base their moral authority on a theistic ontology of ‘ultimate being’. On the contrary, since it is at least conceivable that God may be unreal, and certain that we cannot know otherwise, it is indispensable that moral realism should be founded by some kind of account of the material constitution of humanity (its interests, dispositions and capacities), and its material relations of interdependence with the natural world. By virtue of this kind of ontology, which is based on finite being, a sensuous object (or system of objects) susceptible to scientific inquiry and empirical knowledge, certain ethical positions may be rationally judged ‘good’ or ‘right’ or ‘true’ (e.g. Bhaskar’s ethics of disharm and nurture, or Marx’s ‘class action’ to establish common democratic ownership of the means of labour), or at least may be judged better than others.

But what of the notion that young Marx’s dialectic of freedom is a secularized version of the religious idea of the Fall and eventual reunification of humanity and God as spirit (endorsed in Bhaskar’s FEW)? Hartwig argues: ‘Marx’s version retains some fundamental affinities. Thus communism is the true realization of the yearnings and aspirations which find alienated expression in religion. It’s made necessary and possible by the Fall into private property and capitalism.’189 Of course, Marx is for human emancipation, but as we have seen this does not automatically gift his thought religious sensibilities or affiliations, despite his borrowing of notions of ‘confession’ and ‘forgiveness’ and ‘sin’ from the religious sphere. To find existing society wanting in comparison with the ideal of a communist society, as Marx does, betrays a ‘religious’ sensibility only if the ‘ideal’ exists outside the realm of rational socio-historical possibility as ‘pie in the sky’ (God’s heaven). Marx’s vision was not idealist or theist, precisely because he knew that communism had already existed as a historical reality,190 and because he understood that the logic of capitalist development provided the material (economic, technological and scientific) foundations of socialism, and brought into being a social force (the proletariat) with the objective interests and the structural capacities to make this society a political and cultural reality.191

There is in fact a fundamental discontinuity between the Marxian and Judaeo-Christian versions of the Fall (or of the Eden→Fall→Eudaimonia dialectic), or between Marx’s socio-historical materialism and Judaeo-Christian providential history. In the former, the Fall is the downside of historical and social progress, not an unqualified evil (original sin). The Fall is the onset of property relations, based upon class domination and exploitation, and the manifold forms of oppression that flow from this. The replacement of primitive communism by class society is precisely alienation, but this is necessary to allow the dialectical development of society up to the point where a higher form of communism and human freedom is possible. Materialist dialectic, as pre-TDCR Bhaskar would have said, is thus ‘the pulse of freedom’. At the risk of repetition, however, it should be noted that Marxian socio-historical dialectic is not teleological in theoretical structure. It was not preordained (according to socio-historical materialism) that history unfolds as it has: communism is not historically inevitable. Instead, a certain evolutionary impulse or directional logic is posited, whereby certain historical outcomes are more necessary than others.192

All of this is radically different from the Judaeo-Christian dialectic of the Fall and eventual Redemption (at the Resurrection). The structure of this dialectic is essentially teleological. The Apocalypse (and Resurrection) is preordained from the moment of the Fall by God’s Design and Purpose. The Fall is conceived as ‘original sin’, which is defined as the evils resulting from humanity’s decisions (whether biologically determined or otherwise) to ‘partake of the tree of knowledge’, to self-enlighten, to exercise judgement apart from God’s authority, and to aspire to be God-like. God does not like this one bit. ‘Know your place!’ He expels Adam and Eve from the Garden. Later he resorts to the typical strategy of despots — ‘divide and rule’ — to obstruct the progress of human civilization (e.g. by destroying humanity’s common language for aspiring to build the Tower of Babel). There is, of course, nothing emancipatory or progressive about this vision. In this inverted schema, freedom is indeed slavery, and ignorance is indeed bliss.

A further problem with the attribution of a ‘religious interpretation of reality’ to Marx is that it is used illicitly to commit him to the kind of mystical utopian transcendentalism that is found in Bhaskar’s TDCR. It is yet another strategy of ‘discovering’ in Marx a thoroughgoing commitment to the kinds of voluntarist-idealism characteristic of late Bhaskar’s thought (which I have already shown to be groundless). Hartwig is correct to observe that Marx, in common with Bhaskar, thought that ‘class society and capitalism alienate our essential human communality, and are historically necessary for us to achieve it in full self-consciousness’.193 But Marx’s materialist anthropology, unlike Bhaskar’s transcendental humanism, does not commit him to the thesis of ‘the total redemption of humanity’, conceived as the complete harmonization of the human and non-human worlds (as Daly suggests).194 Young Marx certainly toyed with this idea, but there is some evidence that he later abandoned it. Mature Marx’s usage of the concept of ‘natural law’, for example, denotes his break with his earlier utopian view that the purpose of communism is the ‘complete unification of man and nature’195 in favour of the more sober dialectical-materialistic understanding that nature can never be fully appropriated or humanized, so that human relations with the world necessarily contain an element of duality or non-isomorphism. Now, Marx recognizes that, far from natural laws being harmonized with humanity, ‘natural laws cannot be superseded — only the form in which the laws prevail in historically different circumstances’.196

Hartwig does not find this point convincing. ‘This makes his [Marx’s] view more religious, not less. “Natural laws” that “cannot be superseded” are for all we know “God’”.197 Not according to Marx! It is clear from the relevant (above cited) passage in Capital that Marx’s view here is secular not religious, as even a cursory reading should show. Marx is saying that human consciousness and the world cannot be harmonized, because humanity and society always are forced to operate within the liabilities as well as enablements of the law-governed natural world. Or, as he puts it, social laws operate necessarily within the parameters of mindless natural evolution. So we always have freedom-within-constraint in any conceivable society, because we remain material beings in a causal world independent of our will. Natural laws cannot be superseded by humanity in the sense of being rendered identical to or harmonized with human consciousness and designs. Instead, we have to manipulate these laws in historically specific ways in order to intervene causally in the world. As Tobin Nelhauss puts it: ‘Emergent levels and entities can manipulate entities at lower levels, but not to the point of changing the laws constituting the lower levels.’198

Finally, nor does Marx’s humanism commit him to the position that communist society entails/depends on or is structured by ‘universal unconditional love’ (‘that people pervasively love and trust each other’). This too is part of the ‘religious sensibility’ or ‘spiritualism’ that Hartwig and Daly would attribute as much to Marx as to Bhaskar.199 Instead, it is, as I earlier suggested, rooted in the concept of humanity’s discrete species-being, as bearer of definite constituent properties and powers. These include, for example, sociality, co-operation, self-consciousness and rationality. For Marx, I think, it is these properties and powers, specific to human beings, which support our craving for egalitarianism, communalism and distributive justice.200 These have energized social struggles against powerholders and oppressive power structures that frustrate these aspirations throughout human history. Our self-conscious capacity to ‘put ourselves in the place’ of our fellows is mediated by our sociality and substantive rationality, and this translates into the deep-seated human desires and motives ‘to do good to all others’, or to treat others as we would ourselves expect to be treated. On one level, of course, we identify with the groans of the oppressed because we groan also. But, on a deeper level, we identify with others, including and especially the oppressed, because the ‘I/ not-me’ dialectic of self-development ensures that we cannot help imagining ourselves or our loved ones in their situation. Why, we ask, is it right for others to be victims of oppression or exploitation, if it is unjust for ourselves and those we love to suffer the same? If ‘we’ deserve the best of opportunities to self-develop, why not ‘they’?

This level of solidarity is possible because ‘us’ and ‘them’, whatever the cultural and other differences, are members of the same species, and hence share the same psycho-organic needs and interests, and are (as self-conscious evaluators) uniquely capable of understanding these common needs and interests (including the need of each to free-flourish). By the same logic, since humans are a social species, and are thus interdependent by virtue of social relations, individuals are also uniquely capable of acquiring self-knowledge of how their freedoms depend on the actions of other community members. Self-conscious sociality is the rational basis of reciprocal altruism in human cultures. If my freedoms depend on the activity of others, then likewise the freedoms of others depend on my actions. We are in each other’s debt and mutually obligated. And the rational self-understanding of this fact generates the community bond. One might generalize from this a more englobing ethic of nurture and disharm for/of the natural environment, since we are also indebted or obligated to nature for its provision of our needs, and our nature-dependence ensures that we cannot afford to abuse our stewardship of the globe. But the possibility of communism, for Marx, is not simply rooted in our self-conscious sociality and the substantive rationality that this allows. There is also a strategic dimension to it as well. Because we are rationally self-conscious, we also know (or are capable of knowing) that the emancipation of each of us is dependent on the emancipation of all, since reconstructed class societies always subordinate the many to the few, and hence are detrimental to universal human needs and interests.201

Conversely, there is scant textual evidence that Marx bases his concept of communism on the potential inherent in humanity for Bhaskar’s universal unconditional love, or egoless solidarity. Hartwig makes his appeal especially to Marx’s Comments on James Mill to support his case. So what does Marx actually argue in his Comments? Here it is necessary to quote him quite extensively to acquire a solid grasp of his meaning:


I have produced for myself and not for you, just as you have produced for yourself and not for me … Each of us sees in his product only the objectification of his own selfish need, and therefore in the product of the other the objectification of a different selfish need, independent of him and alien to you. On both sides, therefore, exchange is necessarily mediated by the object which each side produces and possesses. The ideal relationship to the respective objects of our production is, of course, our mutual need. But the real, true relationship, which actually occurs and takes effect, is only the mutually exclusive possession of our respective products. What gives your need of my article its value, worth and effect for me is solely your object, the equivalent of my object. Our respective products, therefore, are the means, the mediator, the instrument, the acknowledged power of our mutual needs. Your demand and the equivalent of your possession, therefore, are for me terms that are equal in significance and validity, and your demand only acquires a meaning, owing to having an effect, when it has meaning and effect in relation to me. As a mere human being without this instrument your demand is an unsatisfied aspiration on your part and an idea that does not exist for me. As a human being, therefore, you stand in no relationship to my object, because I myself have no human relationship to it. But the means is the true power over an object and therefore we mutually regard our products as the power of each of us over the other and over himself. That is to say, our own product has risen up against us; it seemed to be our property, but in fact we are its property. We ourselves are excluded from true property because our property excludes other men.202



This is pretty much the same argument as contained in the Paris Manuscripts, but minus the working class. Marx’s argument here is not that commodity production is alienating because it prevents us from loving one another. Rather, his point is that commodity production drives a wedge between individual needs and species needs, because it reduces our sociality to individuated self-interest and transforms our human creativity into mere objects that are produced for the sole purpose of getting hold of the objects of others. Here is the passage from which Hartwig derives his ‘evidence’ of Marx’s alleged idealization of humanity (universal love) as the essential condition of eudaimonia; it is quoted in full to render its meaning clear:


Let us suppose that we had carried out production as human beings. Each of us would have in two ways affirmed himself and the other person. (1) In my production I would have objectified my individuality, its specific character, and therefore enjoyed not only an individual manifestation of my life during the activity, but also when looking at the object I would have the individual pleasure of knowing my personality to be objective, visible to the senses and hence a power beyond all doubt. (2) In your enjoyment or use of my product I would have the direct enjoyment both of being conscious of having satisfied a human need by my work, that is, of having objectified man’s essential nature, and of having thus created an object corresponding to the need of another man’s essential nature. (3) I would have been for you the mediator between you and the species, and therefore would become recognised and felt by yourself as a completion of your own essential nature and as a necessary part of yourself, and consequently would know myself to be confirmed both in your thought and your love. (4) In the individual expression of my life I would have directly created your expression of your life, and therefore in my individual activity I would have directly confirmed and realised my true nature, my human nature, my communal nature. Our products would be so many mirrors in which we saw reflected our essential nature. This relationship would moreover be reciprocal; what occurs on my side has also to occur on yours.203



Now it seems to me that ‘unconditional love’ is not central here to Marx’s argument. Argument (1) is based on the idea of self-empowerment, the freeing of the individual producer from domination by the products of her own labour, of putting the producer back in charge of her objects. Argument (2) is congruent with Marx’s account of human beings as necessarily co-operative, sociable, rational and self-conscious, and has no need to invoke the stronger claim that freedom depends on our capacity to love one another. Argument (3) does invoke love, but not necessarily or unambiguously as a condition of the existence of communism. Instead, it is at least plausible that this should be interpreted as the proposition that love will flourish more widely in society as a result of communism. This draws upon (2), and adds to this the proposition that transparently socialized production on behalf of the community, in place of privatized production for self-interested ends, allows each individual to recognize his or her dependence on the production of others as the essential condition of his or her own free-flourishing. This allows the deepening of our solidarity and caring relations with the community. Finally, (4) arguably reduces to (2) and (3). As for the rest of Marx’s work, old and new, neither his treatment of alienation, nor his scattered comments on communist society, invoke the ideal of ‘pervasive love’ as the fundamental condition of a society in which ‘the free development of each is a necessary condition for the free development of all’.

On the contrary, there is explicit textual evidence in Marx’s work that appears to contradict the Daly/Hartwig interpretation of Marx’s communism as an egoless secular utopia. In The German Ideology, Marx argues against the idea of a fundamental and necessary contradiction between ‘personal interests’ and ‘general interests’ in communist society (as happens in bourgeois society where personal interests become alienated as objective class interests, as ‘powers which determine and subordinate the individual’).204 This does not consist of the denial that either individual egoism or community interests are real. Rather, it consists of recognizing that the general interest grows out of the self-interest of individuals, but only in specific circumstances (private property and commodity production) does the former exist in an antagonistic relationship to the latter. As Marx explains:


individuals have always started out from themselves, and could not do otherwise … Communism is simply incomprehensible [to the petty-bourgeois imagination] … because the communists do not put egoism against self-sacrifice or self-sacrifice against egoism … The communists do not preach morality at all … They do not put to people the moral demand: love one another, do not be egoist, etc.; on the contrary, they are very well aware that egoism, just as such as self-sacrifice, is in definite circumstances a necessary form of the self-assertion of individuals. Hence the communists by no means want … to do away with the ‘private individual’ for the sake of the ‘general’, self-sacrificing man … Theoretical communists … are distinguished precisely because they have discovered that throughout history the ‘general interest’ is created by persons who are defined as ‘private persons’. They know that this contradiction is only a seeming one because one side of it, the so-called ‘general’, is constantly being produced by the other side, private interest, and by no means opposes the latter as an independent force with an independent history.205



But, irrespective of what Marx actually said (or meant), it does not seem necessary to the feasibility of eudaimonia/communism that humanity be idealized as Bhaskar’s ‘desireless’ subjects who selflessly love each other and the totality of being. Rather, it is sufficient to argue that our socialized nature, as this has developed historically via mechanisms of natural selection (in the context of hunter-gatherer social relations characterized by co-operative labour and egalitarian food-sharing), renders our essential species properties and powers compatible with Marx’s ideal of the communist society. Communism is desirous and feasible because it overcomes the self-alienation of humanity in class society, putting us back in touch with our species sociality and communality, which can be done only on the basis of the abolition of property relations and commodity production. Communism is feasible and desirous, from this perspective, because it offers the mass of humans a fundamental improvement in their material and cultural conditions of life through the massive redistribution of authoritative and allocative resources. This will allow the free expression of those repressed (but nonetheless real) human desires for reciprocal altruism and distributive justice and the free development of each in the context of the free development of all.

These human desires, needs, aspirations, wants, interests, etc., which are emergent from our social biology, are not necessarily synonymous with ground-state properties of absolute non-duality with our fellow human beings. It is more conceivable (in the sense of less mind-boggling) that ‘unconditional love’ is a particular quality of these emergent properties, and one reserved for particular known others, those with whom we share an interpersonal and/or intimate connectivity or bond, rather than something that can be generalized to encompass the abstract or impersonal Other. Even in communism, where the social relations that breed alienation and social division and acquisitive individualism are done away with, it is difficult to imagine how the quality and emotional intensity of trust and solidarity associated with (for example) the parent-child relationship can be generalized to the whole of humanity. Even the real human desire and aspiration to ‘do good to all others’, which is emergent from our self-conscious capacity to ‘place ourselves in the place of the other’, is hardly unconditional or selfless, because the needs of the individual and the collective are not always identical, and so the desires of the ego cannot simply be dissolved by the process of self-realization (as Bhaskar asserts).

Modern societies are large scale, complex and differentiated totalities, characterized by a diminution of the sphere of interpersonal and intimate and affectual relations, and the predominance of anonymous and depersonalized ‘relations at a distance’. These are, as Zygmunt Bauman persuasively argues, societies based on ‘universal strangerdom’.206 Of course, universal stranger-hood does not automatically contain the seed of universal moral indifference or dehumanization, as Bauman tends to suggest. This occurs because modernity is also capitalism, a system of competitive accumulation that reduces persons to objects (service-providers, ‘hands’, ‘stomachs’, etc.). Nonetheless, universal strangerdom might itself generate an inbuilt tendency towards civil inattention and moral ambivalence, as Bauman suggests. And the universal strangerdom behind these tendencies would not be reducible to capitalism, nor any other form of oppressive social structure, but might be a necessary feature of mass urban society. If so, this would call into question Bhaskar’s affirmation of the possibility of a eudaimonistic global community of selfless ‘connectivity’.

In any case, can it really be assumed that human nature (or indeed the underlying essence of being) is such that those whose altruism or trust is unreciprocated will not conceivably withdraw it? This is the kind of bond or connectivity that generally exists in the context of close interpersonal relations, where love is love precisely because it is unconditional, persisting even where it is not reciprocated or rewarded. My quarrel here is with the notion that unconditional love is the essential foundation of communism/eudaimonia, inasmuch as it can be universalized. I do not wish to deny the reality of unconditional or selfless love. Nor do I deny that anonymous or abstract or impersonal forms of solidarity, compassion, charity and altruism towards unknown others are real. Doctors and teachers doubtless care for and have solidarity with those in their charge. But do they love them selflessly? And could they do so in any conceivable model of society?

What is required is a realist or stratified conception of love, not the absolute or totalizing concept deployed by Bhaskar. Love is not simply or even primarily an emotional state. It is both motive and action oriented on the free-flourishing of others. There is personalized and/or intimate love that we have for ‘Significant Others’ (friends, admired persons, family members), which consists (or may consist) of selfless or unconditional motives or acts. There is abstract or anonymous love, which we have or may have for the Generalized Other (consisting of the action of ‘doing right’ on behalf of collective humanity), and which is unlikely normally to be selfless or unconditional (in the sense that the individual subordinates his or her own particular interests to the general interests of the community). In the diachronic dimension, perhaps familial or kinship relations more generally are the foundation or basis of abstract loving. This seems plausible, especially since our socialized nature was forged by mechanisms of natural selection in the context of 2.5 million years of small band foraging societies based upon the (highly successful) adaptive strategy of co-operative food procurement and egalitarian food-sharing.207 But, in the synchronic dimension, it is probable that the childhood experience of being cared for and giving care to other family members provides the individual with the resources (or environment) that enable wider interpersonal ties of solidarity to be constructed, and from that basis universalized ethics of abstract caring. Familial and interpersonal relations, in other words, provide the means by which the human need and capacity for love (unconditional and reciprocal, personalized and impersonal) are actualized.

These differentiated forms of love, as Marx affirmed, are part and parcel of our social nature, and are something that can be enormously enriched and developed by and within communism. Luckily, then, we do not have to assume that love is only love if it is unconditional, or that unconditional love is indispensable to the real feasibility of Marx’s communism. Communism (or eudaimonia) does not depend on the transcendence of ego or instrumental rationality, as Bhaskar and his supporters claim. Rather, ego and instru-mentalism in their place, cut down to size, that is the potential of communism — a re-ordering of the relationship between instrumental and substantive rationality in favour of the latter, which Habermas sees as the ‘unfinished project’ of enlightenment.208 Instead, what holds the thing (communism/ eudaimonia) together is that specific institutional forms (collective ownership and control of the means of production) undergird the rationality of reciprocal altruism, group solidarity, egalitarianism and genuinely socialized production from the point of view of individual and collective interests. This makes possible the institutionalization of an ethic of generalized solidarity and care, despite the anonymity and abstract nature of modern urban life.

This can occur only given certain socio-historical conditions (material abundance that renders competition for life-affirming resources redundant, public democratic ownership of the means of production and egalitarian distribution of the means of consumption). In the absence of these material and institutional prerequisites, society can only be the struggle of individual wills to re-divide scarce resources amongst themselves. This is because these social structures render the free development of each contingent on the free development of all and vice versa, reconciling individual and collective interests, ego and society, rather than subordinating one to the other. Eudaimonia/ communism is rational, from the point of view of the individual and the species, because collective ownership/egalitarian distribution of resources and democratic control of the policy-making process, precisely allows each and all to flourish, rather than some at the expense of others. So, once established, everyone has interests in the preservation of the (eudaimonic) system and no one has rational motives in opposing it. Thus, the ethics of communist solidarity are institutionalized precisely because they allow a synthesis of private (individual) and public (social) interests. Since the collectivity guarantees my individual free-flourishing, I am committed to guaranteeing the free-flourishing of all the other members of the collectivity. This is the meaning of reciprocal altruism. If this does not happen, I will suffer, in common with most others, since as Marx says the ‘whole filthy business’ of competition for rewards and status will necessarily re-establish class relations, and hence the subordination of the many to the few.

I have argued that there is nothing essentially or necessarily ‘religious’ about this conception, as Hartwig and Daly suggest. There is no need to invoke God or fine structure (as Bhaskar does) to defend the real possibility of human self-emancipation on earth. Nor is there any necessity to do so by idealizing human-being-in-nature as absolute spirit, as transcendental subjectivity, or as composed of the kinds of Promethean super-humans who are capable of building generalized relations of selfless non-duality across the human and non-human worlds (as, again, Bhaskar does). As a matter of fact, socialist production and common ownership of resources would massively enhance the life-chances of the overwhelming majority of human beings, endangering only the privileges of the powerful and propertied minority. They would also allow humans to build an ecologically sustainable relationship with the natural environment. These mundane material facts provide collective humanity with rational politico-economic interests in getting rid of capitalism and replacing it with socialism. This being the case, one may legitimately apply Ockham’s Razor to Bhaskar’s speculative Promethean idealization of humanity’s social being. Marx’s humanism, unlike Bhaskar’s, is philosophy and politics informed by science.

Conclusion

In the previous chapter I explored the conceptual and logical defects of the TDCR system, which in large measure are the inevitable consequence of the ontological idealism of the new philosophy. In this chapter I have tried to draw out the areas of discontinuity/incompatibility between, on the one hand, CR/DCR and Marxian social science and, on the other hand, TDCR. These, I argue, are also the logical resultants of the ontological idealism integral to the ‘spiritual turn’. It would, of course, be ludicrous to argue that TDCR is not a radical break from SEPM. The charitable interpretation of this shift is that anti-materialism here is no kind of anti-realism. But the problem with Bhaskar’s abandonment of SEPM is that it has been made possible by his diminution of the ‘under-labourer’ role of philosophy that was absolutely central to the CR philosophy. This has legitimated the speculative accumulation of ideal-objects (asserted as ontological truths) that is such a distressing feature of FEW.

The chief irreal ideal-object posited by TDCR is, I have argued, God, or the cosmic envelope. This simply does not square either with the CR concepts of stratification and emergence or with the negative dialectics of DCR. Nor is Bhaskar’s designation of socio-historical being as a demi-real surface-struc-ture, which is sustained only by a deeper non-dual reality, and reproduced only by virtue of human free will, compatible with the CR social ontology (TMSA). Finally, despite the attempts of some CR writers to rescue TDCR Bhaskar from the charge of abandoning a materialist (or Marxian) social science, which he was prepared to endorse throughout his CR and DCR phases, there can be no doubt that Bhaskar’s capsizal of the TMSA has licensed the wildest form of socio-historical idealism. This has allowed Bhaskar to espouse a dialectic of enlightenment (eudaimonia) that is emancipated from the burden of specifying the structural and cultural fetters and enablements placed upon liberatory practices by the social forms of capitalist modernity. This has also deflected his philosophy away from the task of articulating a naturalistic humanism (scientifically informed and sociohistorically mediated) that might ontologically substantiate the eudaimonic project. I have argued in this chapter that Marx’s philosophy and social theory articulate precisely this kind of humanism, which is indispensable to a genuinely emancipatory politics and ethics.


3 Secularism, agnosticism and theism

 

 

 

 

Introduction

My analysis so far establishes that Bhaskar’s TDCR is fundamentally incompatible with CR/DCR, and is burdened with substantial conceptual and logical defects. These, I have argued, stem from the ontological idealism (theism or secular equivalent) that is absolutely central to the new philosophical system. Now, this conclusion would be resisted by many members of the CR research community. As I have noted, Bhaskar’s attempt to root his philosophy and social theory in a ‘realist theory of God’ has found an echo within the CR and DCR research camp, some of whose members would urge us to take seriously the possibility of a ‘religious sociology’. Other CR scholars who are not themselves prepared to endorse the necessity of endorsing the ‘spiritual turn’ of realist philosophy nonetheless would deny that the new TDCR system is in any sense antithetical to either CR or DCR. This is the position of the ‘realist agnostics’. The function of ‘realist agnosticism’ is ostensibly to affirm the ontological rationality of taking either side in the materialism versus idealism debate or neither. This is so that the theistic or spiritual trajectory of TDCR cannot disqualify Bhaskar and his followers from legitimate membership of the realist research community, or become the source of a damaging split amongst CR scholars (especially between Marxists — a large and dynamic force within CR — and non-Marxists).

The most energetic and crusading exponent of this realist agnosticism is Mervyn Hartwig, the editor of the Journal of Critical Realism. This position has been defended by him in the Journal for the Theory of Social Behaviour,1 and on several occasions on the Bhaskar (internet) list.2 In Hartwig’s view, since neither science nor philosophy can settle the issue of what kind of stuff constitutes ‘rock bottom reality’, and thus given the ‘cosmic incapacity’ of either materialism or idealism to ‘prove’ their ontological warranty, it is rational to base metaphysical commitments on either subjective experience or non-experience of God. This may result in an idealist, or materialist, or agnostic position.3 However, for Hartwig, based on his own religious non-experience, and given epistemological stalemate on the objective terrain of scientific argument and evidence (including on the objective epistemological status of religious experience versus religious non-experience), it is rational to be agnostic on the ‘ultimate question’, and to deny positively affirming the claims of either one side or the other.


As Bhaskar has always insisted, epistemological … realism cannot adjudicate between the two [materialism and idealism]. Nor can science adjudicate — either would seem to be heuristically acceptable from a scientific point of view; even if it could ‘reach’ ultimate reality and determine whether it is ‘material’ or ‘ideal’, science could never know that it had ‘arrived’. For these reasons, on fundamental ontological issues, it seems best that critical realists of whatever ilk speak of the ‘real’ rather than the ‘ideal’ or the ‘material’, especially since realists of whatever ilk are committed to non-dualism.4



Now, this realist agnosticism is the move that is resisted in this chapter. Here, I wish to defend ontological materialism (grasped as a dialectical emergentist ontology of being) against Hartwig’s agnosticism. This will be done by means of critical interrogation of the conceptual and logical flaws of idealist (theist) ontology, and the ways in which a thoroughgoing metaphysical materialism overcomes these. For I take it that undermining the ontological claims of idealism undermines those of agnosticism as well. My argument is that realist agnosticism fails because theism (absolute idealism) is untenable, not only on philosophical and scientific grounds, but also on the terrain of politics and ethics. The position I wish to defend is that not only is objective idealism ontologically problematic (because it is unsupported by rational knowledge and riddled with logical gaps and contradictions), but that it is also inconsistent with the practical activity and analytical logic of scientific work, and that it sustains ethical and political positions that are an obstacle to eudaimonia.5

Since realist agnosticism rests its case (I believe) on the myth of infallible knowledge, and obviously stands or falls with the defensibility or otherwise of ontological idealism, this gives us ‘good enough’ reasons for accepting a thoroughgoing materialism as the ontological foundation of social theory and emancipatory politics. I will conclude the chapter by arguing the case for a particular form of ontological materialism — the materialist dialectics of the classical Marxist tradition. This is on the grounds of the consistency of Marxian materialism with the anti-reductive philosophy of science of Bhaskar’s CR and DCR modes (and especially its historicization of the CR concepts of stratification and emergence) and its capacity to offer a viable alternative to the abstract polarities of idealism, mechanical materialism and dualism in philosophy and social theory.

Philosophy and knowledge

At first sight, Hartwig’s position on the idealism versus materialism dispute is entirely sensible. If neither philosophy nor science can legislate on whether the ‘ultimate constituents’ of being are ideas (or spirit) or just matter, what warranty is there for asserting positively the claims of one side or the other? Why not be realist agnostic about the ‘big issue’? But Hartwig’s conclusion follows only if we accept that rational knowledge is infallible and totalizing. Given the fact that our science will probably never be able to access the ‘ultimate structure’, or to know that it had if it did, it follows that we are simply incapable of taking a defensible position on the issue of God’s existence or non-existence. Because we cannot, for example, know whether the subatomic level of being is material or ideal, or whether the subatomic level is in any case ‘rock bottom’ reality, we are disqualified from making a rational judgement (supported by logic and science) on the competing claims of idealist and materialist ontologies. Only a God’s Eye View (infallible knowledge) could resolve objectively or publicly the issue, which of course Hartwig rightly rejects.

My view is that this position is mistaken. But to see what is wrong with it requires taking a brief detour around the contemporary realist philosophy of science. A fundamental tenet of CR is precisely that the inherently transformative and open-ended nature of being renders all our knowledges provisional, revisionable and relative. Hartwig accepts this, as do all critical realists. So why not be agnostic on the status of the knowledges provided by the full range of sciences into their particular strata of being? Why not be agnostic on the issue of the objectivity or truth of Darwin’s theory of organic evolution or Einstein’s theory of general relativity? In fact, despite the fallibilist nature of scientific theories, realists do not simply wring their hands and announce that these knowledges or logics of inquiry should be disqualified because one can never know for certain whether they are absolutely true or false. On the contrary, realists want to say that scientific theories that enhance our capacity to manipulate natural laws (and which therefore demonstrate their utility in practice), or which are the best yet available, count as real objective knowledges. Realists want to say that these should be treated as provisionally true until such time as new theoretical developments and attendant methods of empirical testing undermine their claim to offer the best possible understanding of a given structure or mechanism.

The point I am making is that rational knowledge is always radically partial and inexact. It is always ‘cosmically incapable’ of revealing the Absolute Truth. But, of course, Hartwig would agree with this, though he would not see it as problematic for his agnosticism. He would rightly say that we should take our stand with science and reason where possible, but no further. He would doubtless argue that although there are ‘good grounds’ for upholding specific scientific theories of specific aspects or domains of being, there are no scientific grounds at all for claiming a position of knowledge on the ontological dispute between objective idealism and objective materialism. He would want to affirm that specific scientific theories, though obviously fallible, are precisely open to the possibility of ‘falsification’ or revision or supersession (in the sense of being undermined or developed or overreached by newer theories with greater explanatory reach or capacity to overcome empirical anomalies, or whatever), whereas the same rules cannot apply to ontological theories of the ‘ultimatum’.

In other words, he would, I think, be inclined to argue that philosophical ontologies of ‘ultimate being’ cannot be rationally compared against one another or against the world in the same sort of way as scientific theories of particular causal processes or connections. After all, no finite number of knowledges of different aspects of being can illuminate the infinite nature of being (the problem of induction). But, in fact, the same difficulty holds true of each specific form of scientific knowledge. In every area of theoretical knowledge, science is simply incapable of settling questions of absolute truth and falsity. The problem of induction exists for each scientific theory pertaining to a particular object or structure or mechanism, since no finite range of observations or experimental procedures will definitively demonstrate a specific statement about the world or verify positively a universal mechanism at work in the world.

The problem of induction, then, does not have a bearing on the issue of whether materialist, idealist or agnostic ontologies of being are best. This is an important issue because Hartwig dismisses my defence of ontological materialism as ‘scientism’ and ‘dogmatism’,6 because I wish to dispute ontological idealism by affirming that the inductively tested knowledge of the mind-body connection yielded by the contemporary neurophysiological sciences gives us rational grounds for affirming ontological materialism. Hartwig interprets this as an attempt on my part to prove objective materialism by means of scientific induction. But my real point is that in philosophical disputes about the nature of ‘ultimate reality’, as is the case in scientific disputes about the nature of a particular structure or mechanism, the issue (of God versus matter) has to be considered on criteria of rational judgement as to which is the superior account on conceptual, logical and practical grounds. This allows us to argue constructively and rationally for and against ‘foundational’ philosophical positions. For once we have dispensed with the bogeyman of infallible knowledge, dispelling the idea that ontological disputes are meaningful only if we can somehow once-and-for-all prove or disprove one side against the other, we can get on with the business of arguing ontology on the terrain of progressive versus retrogressive theoretical paradigms.

Hartwig’s understanding of the radical limitations of science and reason to offer a compelling judgement on the competing claims of idealism and materialism seems overstated. For him, this means that science and reason are cosmically indecisive on the issue of God’s existence. But this ‘cosmic incapacity’ argument for agnosticism (and hence for the rational assertability of ontological idealism) is sustainable only if we accept that inductively tested scientific knowledge into known strata of being should not be attributed a major role in rationally legislating on (albeit provisionally or fallibly) questions of ‘ultimate being’. To see why such a position is wrong, it is necessary to consider the role of induction in philosophy and scientific knowledge.

According to inductivism (as ideology), universal propositions can be inferred from a limited number of singular observations if certain conditions are met. These include: (1) sufficiently high incidence of falsifiable observations; (2) the observations are accumulated in widely varied circumstances; and (3) none of the observations contradict the general law.7 This methodology is not necessarily tied to empiricism. The ‘observations’ could as easily be of the empirical effects of generative mechanisms under closed experimental conditions than events or phenomena in the universal realm of the actual. The problems of induction are well known. Against empiricism, no finite number of observations of a particular event or phenomenon (e.g. white sheep) can establish the validity of a universal statement or ‘law’ (e.g. ‘all sheep are white’). Against experimental inductivism, no finite number of particular observations of the same induced pattern of behaviour in the laboratory can establish the validity of a universal mechanism at work in the world.

The upshot of the critique of inductivism is that the systematic empirical testing of theories against the world (whether by observation or experimental research) cannot yield infallible knowledge. For this reason, critical rationalists argue that real scientific work involves and indeed requires a combination of inductive and deductive methods, experience and reason, and their mutual ongoing interaction, intuitive leaps in the dark, bold conjectures, and a falsificationist rather than verificationist logic of conceptual development and concept of ‘truth’.8 The realist philosophy of science was in part based on a critique and refinement of aspects of this critical rationalist model, particularly that elaborated by Imre Lakatos. Lakatos developed the Popperian critique of inductivism into a highly sophisticated falsificationist model of science.9 For Lakatos, scientific theories were part and parcel of research programmes. These research programmes comprise the ‘hard core’ (the basic theoretical grammars and rules shared by scientists working within the programme) and the ‘protective belt’ (a set of subsidiary and supplementary assumptions and ‘prior conditions about how to carry out research’).10 Now, so long as the ‘hard core’ of the research programme was ‘progressive’ (in the sense of resisting disconfirmation by observational or experimental data, remaining logically consistent, maintaining its capacity for novel theoretical development and renewal, and predicting novel facts), it could rationally be judged as the best available theory, and its knowledges regarded as provisional truths about the world.

The CR philosophy of science complemented and refined rather than jettisoned critical rationalism. Instead of seeing scientific method as simply involving a combination of inductive and deductive logics, realists pointed out that scientific work also involved ‘retroduction’, i.e. the attempt to explain unfamiliar phenomena by drawing upon analogies from familiar phenomena.11 This allowed philosophy a better purchase on the innovative dimension of science. Realists agree with critical rationalists that theories have to be evaluated by means of their capacity to survive systematic empirical testing, their capacity for logical and theoretical coherence and development, and on the basis of their explanatory power.12 However, their recognition of the stratified nature of the world (the distinct levels of the real, the actual and the empirical) meant that falsificationist criteria had to be handled carefully. This is because observable phenomena are not effects of specific mechanisms, but of the collision and simultaneous operation of the multiplicity of mechanisms at work in the open system of nature.13 This means experimental closure (where possible) is necessary or, failing this (where experiment is impossible), the systematic construction of theoretical models is required, moving from the concrete to the abstract, and then retracing the movement, isolating the relevant mechanisms and their possible effects, and interrogating these with empirical data.

The point of this sketch is to illuminate the fact that inductive reasoning is absolutely fundamental to modern scientific work. The constructive role of induction has not been undermined by the realist and rationalist critiques of inductivism as ideology. Rather, what has been undermined is the naïve view of empiricists and positivists that induction defines the rationality of science. This is an important point to make, because I would say that philosophical claims (like scientific statements) have to be interrogated inductively. In the case of the realist ontology, for example, inductive research methods still ought to play a role in establishing the provisional truth of the concepts of stratification and emergence (and, of course, the failings of scientific research agendas, particularly of attempts to reduce the concepts of one science to those of another, also illuminate the hierarchical structuring of being). Here, since it is possible to make a case that transcendental arguments for depth realism based on scientific practice are not entirely successful, because they are lacking the necessary indubitability,14 the systematic corroboration of philosophical ideas by empirical evidence and the findings of research is indispensable to rational knowledge. Overall, I would say that philosophical ontology is rendered rational by a combination of transcendental and deductive methodologies, backed up by inductive procedures of empirical testing. Failing this, we are left with speculative fancy masquerading as knowledge.

Induction has nothing to do with the construction of scientific hypotheses, which often involve an intuitive ‘leap in the dark’. Instead, it rightly performs a certain role in the empirical validation of theories. Nor does recognizing the value of induction mean that philosophy can simply be read off from empirical science. Philosophy can contribute to scientific knowledge by prescribing or offering directional guidance to research projects or goals, by reflecting on the concepts deployed by scientists, by appraising the methods and concepts of research, and by generalizing the procedures or resultants of sciences into a world-view that itself feeds into the research process. But there has to be a dialectical interrogation of ontology and method by explanatory theory and research findings. Ontology cannot draw on itself alone.

Now I would say that a scientific explanation can be said to be ‘provisionally’ adequate, wherever a regularity, proposed theoretically and then corroborated inductively through experimental testing, is tested and related to underlying mechanisms that explain it more successfully than other forms of explanation on offer. But if induction is indispensable to rational knowledge per se, it must also perform an absolutely fundamental role in the construction of a philosophical ontology of being. That is to say, it has to be indispensable to philosophical ontology. For, failing this, the result is a body of theory (e.g. theology), which is emancipated from the test of experience or the possibility of rational dispute or (provisional) disconfirmation.

Consider an extreme example. Imagine concluding that it is unreasonable to say that human cognition is emergent from organic matter (the physical structure of the human brain and CNS), on the grounds that science is incapable of ruling out the view of religionists that ‘godstuff’ (an immaterial essence basic to the human brain and nervous system) is maybe responsible for the physico-chemical processes of thought, and the cognitive products of thought. Perhaps science will one day show that this is ‘true’, thus inductively supporting theism; I could not and would not ‘dogmatically’ deny the possibility. In the meantime, however, do we reject the rational knowledge (provided by neurobiology) that indicates otherwise, and which we have no grounds for supposing will be falsified?

Perhaps Hartwig would not wish to be agnostic on issues such as these. Nonetheless the logic of his argument cannot rule out agnosticism here or elsewhere on the question of ontological fundamentals. Indeed, though he would presumably be reluctant to conclude, from the fact we cannot rule out the possibility that fairies or goblins exist, that we ought to render them objects of knowledge, he does not object to the religious-minded drawing this kind of conclusion in the case of God, reincarnation, angels, and so forth. Thus, against my argument that scientific research and knowledge provides no warranty for upholding ontological idealism, because God is simply superfluous to the research development, logic and theories of science, Hartwig replies that this cannot prevail against the idealist riposte that ‘in any case there can be no guarantee that scientific knowledge will dispense with God tomorrow’.15

But, again, this point counts only as an objection to metaphysical certainty or infallibility, which as Hartwig knows has nothing to do with real knowledge, not as an objection to a reasoned argument for materialism and against idealism. My point is that invoking God as the ‘binding energy’ or ‘ultimate structure’ of reality (as Bhaskar does) is really ignorance masquerading as knowledge. In this case, the ‘lack’ or ‘absence’ in our knowledge of the ‘origins’ of existence courts the speculative, which is then dressed up as ‘intuitive realism’, which is then attributed equivalent status to the rational and provisionally true. For sure, the ‘ultimate structure’ and ‘binding force’ of being might conceivably be God. But what aspect of our scientific or practical knowledge lends any support to the idea that it is?

Pushed to its logical terminus, agnosticism cannot provisionally rule out any kind of metaphysical speculation about the world. Consider a simple example. Prior to the rise of modernity, particularly in ancient and medieval times, the patriarchal anthropomorphic Judeao-Christian God was believed to be the governor of the universe, directly and immediately responsible for the full range of natural phenomena, including human beings and their actions. This effectively denied capacities of creativity and motion internal to inorganic and organic matter, by virtue of which it was inherently internally transformative, reducing the world to a static collection of things, which lived only as and when God willed and commanded them to live.

But, having been fabricated by God’s will, it was also conceded here that God kindly invested the capacity of ‘free will’ in human beings, in effect breathing godstuff (mind, soul, consciousness) into mute matter, thus allowing humans to choose between goodness and wickedness, between heaven and hell. (Often, however, this power was revoked by the creator in a fit of pique when the ‘wrong’ choices were made by his children — hence the periodic plagues and other natural disasters visited on humanity recounted especially in the Old Testament.) This kind of understanding is still the view of Christian Fundamentalists today, of course. For them, storm, famine, plague and earthquake are still often interpreted as forms of divine retribution for human moral wickedness. For them, the human race was spontaneously generated by God for the purpose of worshipping the creator and obeying his Law. Should we be agnostic on the question of whether natural disasters are caused by God’s will or by physical laws (or by particular kinds of human manipulation of these laws)?

Agnosticism as politics in the USA has allowed Christian Fundamentalists to lobby effectively for ‘creation science’ (the myth of the Creation) to be taught alongside evolutionary biology in schools.16 I am against ‘creation science’ because I am for Darwin. I am sure that Hartwig is for Darwin and against ‘creationism’ too. But science cannot disprove ‘creation science’ any more than it can prove natural evolution, though it can corroborate the latter and confront the former with contrary evidence. So, given the ‘cosmic incapacity’ of science to know whether the creationists are wrong, should we not be agnostic on the question of human origins? Should we not let them have equality with the evolutionists in terms of airing their views in our schools? But, if we are and if we do, would not this agnosticism be, in Engels’ words, an example of ‘ignorance being translated into Greek’?17

My argument is that, if the resultants of science reveal that consciousness is anchored in and emergent from matter, it is reasonable to provisionally base our philosophical ontology on this knowledge. Failing this, our philosophy is simply superimposed on the scientific facts (to the best of our current knowledge), these being disregarded on the grounds of their fallibility, rather than being informed by, or based upon, or disciplined by, these (provisional, inexact, fallible, theory-laden, etc.) facts. This kind of position does not seem radically dissimilar to the one endorsed by Bhaskar himself prior to his ‘spiritual turn’. I have pointed out elsewhere that Bhaskar’s ontology up until his post-1994 writings is broadly consistent with Engels’ dialectical materialism, since both interpreted the role of philosophy as ‘under-labouring’ the sciences and generalizing from them, not legislating for or ‘founding’ them.18

Thus, if ontological idealists argue, as Hartwig claims they can do in all consistency, that ‘the processes revealed by science just are God’,19 this is, in fact, mere assertion, lacking conceptual or empirical foundations, whereas the converse claim, that materiality is basic to mind, is given theoretical and empirical support (though not ontological certainty) by the entire history and logic of scientific enterprise. For this, as a matter of fact, provides a body of scientific theory backed up by empirical evidence or research data in support of the thesis that consciousness is dependent on organic life, and life on lifeless matter, and provides no resources in support of the idealist thesis that the converse arrangements hold true. Of course, the fact that science is supportive of materialist premises, but not of idealist premises, does not refute ontological idealism. But nor does it provide any warranty in support of ontological idealism.

Hartwig’s claim is that reference to ‘natural processes’ or laws does not get us any closer to ontological materialism, because such processes and laws may just be God or Spirit. This, he contends, is just as plausible as the proposition they are just material. Of course, such processes may be God, but why take that position when a materialist alternative is available? Idealist ontological speculation here invites the application of Ockham’s Razor. This is because the materialist alternative is less mind-boggling (because it makes no appeal to a cosmic super-consciousness, and does not require premises other than acceptance of the physical reality of being — which can be empirically validated on a number of levels). On the one hand, science has not found evidence that natural processes and mechanisms are or involve spirit or consciousness (i.e. godstuff). On the other hand, the material dimension of natural necessity cannot be denied.

The point is, we know from finite zones of being that material emergence occurs — the transformations that differentiate biological from physico-chemical reality and the mechanisms of selection in the biological field. But we have no evidence that ideal emergence does exist, not even in the human world, since even here emergent entities (social relations, cultural knowledge, socialized nature) occur not through mere consciousness, but through practical material activity in the world. If we choose, we can speculate that material evolution and emergence is based on godstuff, or that they really just are godstuff at work. But there is no warranty in science for that conclusion, whereas science can confirm and predict and manipulate the material (physical, chemical, genetic, physiological) mechanisms at work at each level. In other words, although there may be spirit at work in the natural world, and although it may be responsible for material emergence, we cannot say that there is. But we can say that matter exists, is law-governed and transformative, and is responsible for spiritual emergence (of mind-states from brain-states). We have knowledge of material generative mechanisms, but not of ideal generative mechanisms.

Now, if matter in general is ‘conscious’, it is perhaps instructive that science has detected absolutely no evidence that it is. Moreover, since natural processes can, under laboratory conditions, be manipulated and controlled by human beings, and thereby shown to respond in utterly predictable ways to external stimuli, this too seems to militate against an ideal explanation of natural causality. This is because consciousness or mindedness (godstuff) implies autonomy, freedom, imagination, indeterminacy, the ability to ‘do otherwise’, and so on. Yet it is the existence of these spiritual properties at every scale of physical reality below the level of human organisms that the actual practices of experimental science would seem to call into doubt. But if we cannot verify that natural processes are Ideal, it seems sensible to conclude that they are probably non-ideal: that is, material, in possession neither of consciousness nor conceptuality.

But one way in which the agnostic position can be made to seem more respectable is by arbitrarily ‘posing the possibility’ that the most elementary non-physical structures or processes of the cosmos are actually Ideal — hence Hartwig’s agnostic position on Bohm’s peculiar notion that quantum phenomena are information, and thus are maybe consciousness.20 Asks Hartwig: how can we tell if energy or ‘quantum seas of potentia’ are material or ideal? This dilemma seems to trade in a crude understanding of materiality as simply physicality (‘clumpy things’).21 If energy is not ‘thing-like’, then perhaps it is not matter, and if it is not matter, then perhaps it is ideal or consciousness. Note there is no scientific warranty for any intuitive leap from Bhaskar’s ‘dispositional properties’ to godstuff. There is no empirical evidence that ‘quantum seas of potentia’ possess attributes of mindedness or consciousness. There is no theory or body of scientific or practical testable knowledge accounting for these possibilities. But such manoeuvres always hold a certain seductive appeal during periods of scientific advance that reveal new or novel properties of reality, the behaviours of which are not well understood. In such situations, a kind of mystical spiritualism can fill the void of ignorance or lack.

Though it makes better sense to see energy as a kind of ‘information’, this gets us no closer to idealism. ‘Information’ is, of course, a remarkably imprecise concept, which is nonetheless not at all antithetical to materialism, but far more problematic for idealism. Energy is a kind of information, but consciousness or mindedness is not simply information. I am reminded of the efficacy of Lenin’s definition of materiality. ‘The sole property of matter with whose recognition philosophical materialism is bound up is the property of being an objective reality, of existing outside the mind.’22 Lenin’s concise formulation allows us to see that matter is not to be identified with any specific form or theory of materiality (such as ‘particles’ or ‘bodies’) as this is revealed by the current state of our knowledge. Rather, matter is a philosophical category, which denotes the world beyond and independent of consciousness.

This in turn provides us with the philosophical tools to maintain our critical faculties in relation to God every time science reveals just how complex, innovative, baffling and awesome the properties and behaviour of matter can be. Lenin’s conceptualization of matter also enables us to obtain a more sober (i.e. less mind-boggling) grasp of the ‘fundamental properties’ of reality, since we are spared the necessity to posit ‘omnipotent being’ or ‘supermind’ from the outset as the condition of possibility of everything. Now, we can (fallibly) say that since scientific investigations of the quantum world have failed to reveal a pattern of consciousness at work there, and since microphysics has thus far functioned well enough in explaining and manipulating quantum phenomena without placing consciousness at the heart of things, this is a ‘good enough’ reason for rationally disputing objective idealism and affirming its contrary.

Taken to its logical terminus, absolute idealism (of the kind endorsed by Bhaskar, which sees ‘consciousness everywhere’) would seem to endanger material emergence along with the materiality of matter itself. If we should concede the possibility that non-physical natural processes (e.g. gravity fields) are immaterial (and transform this possibility into the ontological basis of our philosophy), why should we not do the same for physical objects (stones, trees, insects, planets)? Why should we even assume that ‘clumpy things’ are material? Perhaps these too are misdescribed. Perhaps their physicality is itself just a form of consciousness or conceptuality. Or, at the very least, perhaps their physicality envelops or expresses a form of conceptuality or consciousness. It will not do, from the perspective of absolute idealism, to object to such an argument on the grounds that scientific study has found no indication that such physical entities are minded, nor provided any account even of the possibility of their possessing mindedness. This is because it can always be retorted by the theist that science is imperfect and fallible, simply one way of knowing, and can never illuminate the transcendental nature of divinity. True to form, Hartwig himself declares his agnosticism on the issue of whether things such as planaria or stones possess consciousness. For him, who can say?23

Now scientists would rightly disregard such agnosticism, inasmuch as it is used to provide legitimation for absolute idealism (at least with regard to ‘clumpy things’). They would indeed rule out that things like rocks and insects just are consciousness or are in possession of consciousness. Why? On the grounds that these entities do not have sophisticated brain-CNS complexes. Why is that a good argument? Because, insofar as we have empirically testable and practically usable knowledge of minds, this tells us that a particular type of organic structure must assume a certain level of complexity before consciousness can exist. Scientists are right to take this ontological position, because it is based on existing (fallible) knowledge, rather than on mere metaphysical speculation (non-knowledge, which would appear more fallible still). Ontological agnosticism here, as elsewhere, gains its warranty only by virtue of the fundamentally provisional and fallible nature of scientific concepts and theories, and by virtue of the implicit notion that real knowledge must be infallible or totalizing. Because we cannot be certain that rocks or planets are not conscious, we must grant equivalent ontological significance to the possibility they are. The agnostic Hartwig insists that we do just that, despite the absence of supporting evidence, despite the failure of scientific study to uncover the pattern of consciousness at work in such objects, and despite our knowledge of the nature of the mind-body connection provided by the neurological sciences.

I conclude that it is disreputable practice to speculate on the possible ideal properties of inorganic (and most organic) physical things. But why not extend the anti-agnostic (and hence anti-idealist) argument to refer to natural phenomena that are not ‘thing-like’? Magnetic fields, natural selection, thermodynamics, quantum ‘decoherence’, etc. do not possess brain-CNS complexes (i.e. those properties that we know fallibly to constitute the root structures of mindedness or consciousness). Therefore, we have no rational grounds for translating the abstract possibility that these are minded into the ontological proposition they are. But, for the same reason, why should we not likewise disallow God from becoming a legitimate object of philosophical knowledge? After all, God (as absolute spirit) does not appear to possess a brain-CNS subsystem either.

In any case, if consciousness is everywhere, ingredient in all being and its ultimatum (as Bhaskar suggests), what becomes of the CR position that everything that exists is an emergent property of something else more basic and simple? Consciousness is itself denied the status of emergence. Perhaps the fact we cannot account for the possibility of some existent possessing some property (e.g. electrical energy or quantum phenomena possessing consciousness) should count as a ‘good enough’ reason for (provisionally) accepting that it does not possess that kind of property (e.g. mindedness). If so, the necessary default position is that it probably possesses a rather different property (e.g. non-mindedness). Thus, if we cannot detect evidence of mindedness in matter, the rational conclusion is that it just is matter.

Yet Hartwig is not set against the idea that scientific induction should play any role in either philosophy or science. On the contrary, he has insisted otherwise.24 But Hartwig is nonetheless clear that the findings or resultants of science, i.e. the empirically corroborated knowledge or theories provided by the sciences, cannot play a fundamental role in legislating on the ontological dispute between idealism and materialism. Here, he says, induction is radically indecisive, equally unsupportive of each of the metaphysical positions. Therefore, science and philosophy fail to give us clear guidance. Hartwig presumably would base this position on his view that existing scientific knowledge of the mind-body connection lacks the necessary universality to legislate on the fundamental ontological issue, on the grounds that this illuminates the relationship between the material and the ideal only at a particular stratum of reality, and thus has no real bearing on the general issue. This is the ‘cosmic incapacity’ argument for agnosticism, since science and philosophy can tell us something about particular zones of finite being, but nothing substantive about ‘ultimate being’. Therefore, it follows that the (fallible) ‘fact’ that human consciousness is rooted in and emergent from organic matter provides no rational justification in support of the thesis that mind is always and elsewhere dependent on matter, or so it could be argued.

But, again, once we dispose of the idea that ontological judgements, unlike scientific ones, have to be fundamentally safe (if they are to support defensible positions on the question of idealism versus materialism), rather than contingent and provisional, a rather different conclusion becomes possible and reasonable. For the point is that, inasmuch as we know anything about the relationship between the ideal and the material, we know that the latter is basic to the former. This is what the neurophysiological sciences suggest, and we possess nothing to indicate otherwise. The thesis that the ideal is basic to matter, by contrast, resides outside our scientific and practical knowledge and experience, and so has no rational or empirical support. This being the case, until our knowledge suggests otherwise, it is inductively rational to accept ontological materialism (albeit fallibly, provisionally, etc.). In other words, in the absence of knowledge that calls into question ontological materialism, it is reasonable to accept that the data provided by those sciences which have investigated the mind-body connection ought to inform our general ontological judgements on the idealism versus materialism dispute. Failing this, non-knowledge is accorded equivalent ontological status to fallible or incomplete knowledge.

For this reason, Paul Foot argues that ‘the process of reason destroys belief in all gods’.25 This is too strong. Rather, it would be better to say that the process of scientific knowledge weakens the credibility of the belief in gods. As far as we are scientific or rational thinkers, concerned with discovering and explaining the generative mechanisms responsible for the behaviour and properties of strata and objects, we are compelled to assume that all effects have causes, and that there is not an ‘ultimate structure’ or ‘prime mover’. The balance of probabilities is, therefore, strongly suggestive of the non-existence of God. This is because our scientific endeavours (and our practical reasoning) tell us provisionally that natural necessity, not divine providence, is responsible for the structuring and restructuring of the cosmos. For each time science opens up a new ‘deeper’ dimension of inquiry, which encourages the normal ontological speculation about the nature of ‘ultimate’ being, it is a prerequisite of acquiring knowledge here that the analyst proceed on the basis that an explanation in terms of natural laws should be sought and will be discovered. Not to do so is to call ‘halt’ to the process of scientific work. (I will address this issue in more detail in the next section.)

This illuminates the key difference between materialism and idealism as philosophical ontologies. The former, because it is based on the theories, practices, knowledges and findings of the sciences, is precisely open to falsification, whereas the latter, because it is not, is unfalsifiable. Ontological materialism is open and undogmatic; ontological idealism is closed and dogmatic.26 Thus, if our deepening scientific knowledge of being at some point uncovered the ideal or consciousness at a stratum of reality basic to the quantum level or other underlying non-conscious structures beneath the quantum level, this would count as a (provisional, fallible) falsification of ontological materialism, rendering an ontological idealism at least plausible. (Of course, in this scenario one could not say that ontological materialism was positively refuted, or that ontological idealism was positively proven, because the possibility of future scientific developments uncovering a level of materiality anterior to the newly discovered ideal structure could not be ruled out.) Ontological idealism, by contrast, upholds its metaphysical claims in spite of the knowledges provided by the sciences, and places its ‘ultimate structure’ (God) outside the possibility of refutation by means of study of the law-governed natural world.27

The logic of scientific practice

These considerations cast light on another issue raised by Hartwig. This is the question of whether science is ‘intrinsically’ materialist. Hartwig thinks not: ‘Reasons are causes, and relations (e.g. social structures), … but so far as I know not material, only their effects’.28 Hartwig also wishes to say that it is impossible to know whether quantum phenomena are physical properties of ‘rock bottom’ reality or something else (godstuff). But these are not especially compelling arguments.

First, even fields (of quantum indeterminacy) are still ‘bodies’ in a certain sense, and hence are undoubtedly material structures of a kind, even if these are unlike our conventional understanding of objects:


In distinguishing between materialist and idealist semiotics, the Marxist F. Rossi-Landi refers to ‘bodies’ as, broadly, any form of matter or energy … He makes the point that any sign must be a body and argues that the characteristic error of idealist semiotics is to ignore this … [T]his concept of ‘body’ work[s] pretty well for the non-specialist. It doesn’t fix us on any specific physical theory, is broad enough to include a field, but still insists on the point that there must be something of the sort we refer to informally as ‘material’ to ground the things of the world … [A]ssuming there is nothing but possibility in the field identified, still the field is localised in space, determined by finitude, and therefore seems … compatible with … bodies.29



Second, although it is obviously the case that, in the human sciences, reasons are causes and are not material, this does not suffice to undermine a materialistic account of social life. This is because the human sciences are about much more than consciousness or ideas; they are about grasping the interplay between social conditions (structure), social interaction and social consciousness. Reasons themselves require explanation, and their explanation (human needs and interests mediated by the ‘environments’ of social interaction) is, of course, a materialist one, since ‘not-consciousness’ is by definition ‘non-ideal’. Social structures are material, in cause as well as consequence, because in order to generate the effects they do (i.e. a particular distribution of authoritative and allocative resources), they have to be ‘present’ and ‘efficacious’ in the processes of social interaction that reproduce them. It is these material action environments that give us good reasons for acting so and not otherwise, by virtue of the ‘directional guidance’ they exercise on our rational options for social action to minimize penalties and maximize rewards.30 Structural properties are in no sense ‘ideal’, despite the fact they were brought into being by ideas translated into social agency. This is because structural properties are not the actual ideas or actions of living individuals, but are in essence the material resultants of the activities and ideas of previous generations of people, i.e. previously materialized social interaction, which always confront the living as the ever-present condition of their thinking and activity.31

This draws our attention to the fact that in the social domain (as in the natural domain) materialities and physicalities are not always the same thing. Structural properties have a non-physical materiality, though one ultimately dependent on physical materiality (human beings, their behaviours — past and present, and the object-world).32 The existence of such structural properties of social systems, which are plainly not of the order of ‘mindedness’ or ‘consciousness’, by virtue of their externality and pre-existence to the thought processes of real living agents, is what makes a materialist social theory both possible and necessary. This is why Marx refers to social relations, not simply as ‘practices’, ‘behaviours’ and ‘ideas’, but as ‘material social relations’ or ‘material conditions’. Thus, material relations are, for Marx, not simply physical (the sensuous environment, human actions, etc.), but include the structures or ‘traditions’ of the dead generations (the value relation, capital, landed property, etc.), which are real objective properties of the world, though non-sensuous ones.

In fact, there are good reasons for holding that science is inherently and necessarily materialist, which I have touched on in the previous section. After all, the basic logic of scientific method, and its entire history of development, has brought ontological idealism under increasing pressure. The methodology of natural science is certainly materialist, because its warranty is precisely uncovering or discovering the relatively stable laws or generative mechanisms that govern or transform natural systems. These are doubtless the reasons (along with the conceptual and logical flaws of theist philosophy — which I will examine in the next section) why the overwhelming majority of practising natural scientists, in America and across the world, appear to be atheist in their views.33 Since we have no evidence that these natural mechanisms are ‘consciousness’ or ‘mind’, and since the properties of ‘mindedness’ pertain only (as far as our knowledge tells us) to particular biological organisms, i.e. human beings, it is entirely sensible to reject (provisionally and fallibly) the view that ‘godstuff’ resides at the root of existence.

Moreover, the question of God has no bearing on the methods of science, irrespective of whether scientists are themselves religious, agnostic or materialist in their beliefs. This is because explanatory reference to ‘God’, because this ‘explains’ what science is currently incapable of explaining by plugging ‘absence’ or ‘lack’ with positive absolute being, functions (or at least logically ought to function) as an ideological obstacle to actually uncovering and researching the generative mechanisms responsible for phenomena. As Paul N. Siegel rightly observes:


In the dialectic of humanity’s enlargement of its understanding of nature, ignorance becomes in the process of time knowledge, which has, however, a new though lesser element of ignorance in it. If we explain what is at the moment unknown by reference to God, we are blocking the way to new discoveries. The development of our understanding of nature, then, is in contradiction with the idea of God.34



This point is actually made rather elegantly by Yoshie Fururashi in a response to Hartwig’s book notice of my Marxism and Realism. Here Hartwig asserts that my claim to the effect that the history of scientific advance and investigation has revealed the ‘superfluity’ of the concept of God to the task of rationally explaining or exploring natural processes and laws is an unwarranted species of empiricist ‘grand induction’.35 But, as Fururashi points out, this conclusion is not based on inductive reasoning at all:


An assertion that ‘the processes revealed by science just are God (that nature itself is at bottom God)’ reveals itself to be superfluous to science. What can explain everything — like God — explains nothing, hence making no difference in the production of scientific facts and theories. The problem of induction is irrelevant since the superfluity of Providence in scientific explanations is not an empiricist conclusion but a conclusion based upon the nature of scientific explanations.36



So reference to God is not only practically but also logically dispensed with by scientific work, and this is a distinguishing feature of scientific theories and methods. The concept of God is simply incompatible with scientific practice.

But there is another good reason for supposing science is necessarily materialist. This is an argument from the standpoint of experience informed by practical scientific research. Scientific practice thus far has demonstrated that all objects or systems are (as far as our knowledge tells us) dialectically structured, in the sense of being composed of internally heterogeneous elements. But this logically supports ‘the claim that there is no basement’ to reality, and thus no God as the ‘ultimate structure’ of being:


This is not an a priori imposition on nature but a generalisation from experience [scientific practice]: all previously undecomposable ‘basic units’ have so far turned out to be decomposable, and the decomposition has opened up new domains for investigation and practice. Therefore the proposition that there is no basement has proven to be a better guide to understanding the world than its opposite.37



Engels is thus justified in his observation that scientists have to be materialist in their science (at least implicitly), even if they are idealist in their philosophy.38

But Engels is also right to argue that the history of scientific knowledge is powerfully suggestive of materialism, since each scientific advance in the understanding of nature diminishes the domain of absolute idealism:39


God is nowhere treated worse than by the natural scientists who believe in him … One fortress after another capitulates before the march of science, until … there is no place left in it for the Creator … What a distance from the old God — the Creator of heaven and earth, the maintainer of all things — without whom not a hair can fall from the head.40



This has ultimately forced ontological idealism to shrink its explanatory domain to the realm of the distant ‘first cause’ or ‘ultimate structure’, to the notion of God the ‘law-maker’. Absolute idealism is thus a ‘degenerating paradigm’, under the terms of Lakatos’s critical-rationalist philosophy of science. For it has been forced into a series of ad hoc defensive manoeuvres to defend its shrinking explanatory space. These include, for example, the step-by-step ‘retreat from the Bible’ by modernist theologians to insulate Christianity from disconfirming historical facts, the embarrassment of having to defend miracle stories and other elements of irrationalism, and from the enlightenment indictment of sanctioning tyranny, violence, cruelty, ignorance and superstition.41

These days, of course, sophisticated theists tend to respond to the challenge posed to religious faith by the cumulative growth of scientific knowledge by making the claim that the findings of science are not incompatible with the ontological and moral truths of the world religions, only with the mere historical facts. According to Margaret Archer, for example, the theories and methods of science ‘do not contradict the majority of theistic beliefs, with the exception of literal fundamentalism’.42 Alas, this ‘exception’ of ‘fundamentalism’ is a caveat of monumental proportions, since most popular religiosity is and always has been ‘fundamentalist’ and ‘literalist’ in nature. Indeed, in historical terms, so too has been the bulk of scholarly or philosophical theism. This goes right back to the founder texts of the world religions. Thus, it is, for example, thoroughly disingenuous to assert, as many modernist theologians do, that the Judaeo-Christian Bible was intended by its authors to communicate merely allegoric or symbolic rather than factual and historical truths. By this method, all of the Bible’s manifold inner contradictions and ontological errors, all of its historical falsehoods, all of its wild elements of fantasy and superstition, which the methods of scientific inquiry have exposed, are not permitted to call into question the objective truth-value of the Christian faith traditions that are built upon it.

Back in the real world, religious ideologues have always understood that religious faith and rationality are opposed. This is why historically they have resisted the encroachments of science and reason with the utmost ferocity, including ferocity of oppression and violence.43 As Siegel points out, this battle has been waged in the past by the church authorities of both Catholicism and Protestantism, against the founders and supporters of medicine, astronomy, geology and physics, who were persecuted and sometimes murdered for arguing various ‘heresies’. These included the ideas that: (1) disease may have natural causes rather than be the result of divine retribution; (2) the earth revolved around the sun and was not the centre of the cosmos; (3) natural necessity not divine supernatural governance directly moved the objects of the inorganic world (such as comets which had hitherto been seen as signs sent by God forecasting tumultuous events); (4) there ‘might be life on other planets in an infinite universe’; (5) the geological record contradicted the biblical account of the Creation; and so on. These scientific hypotheses were resisted by the theocratic elites, with the result that the works of some of the best thinkers of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries (including Cervantes, Galileo, Copernicus, Descartes, Pascal, etc.) were prohibited, and many of their followers consigned to the flames, because, in the words of John of Salisbury, they attributed ‘too much of what went on in nature to natural laws’, and thus ‘cast aside the Author of Nature’.44

Yet all of this has been to no avail. For bit by bit the explanatory space of theism (and the domain of divine causality in the realm of the real and the actual) has diminished as that of science (and the domain of natural causality) has expanded. Consequently, it is no longer intellectually respectable to believe that God’s will, rather than natural laws, is immediately and directly responsible for all of the works of nature. Nor is it intellectually acceptable to affirm that human history is conforming to a predetermined divine plan (culminating in the end of the world on the Day of Judgement), or that God frequently interferes with or suspends the laws of nature by performing miracles on the earthly terrain. Nor is it intellectually respectable to believe that the power of prayer will motivate God to intervene on our behalf in the world, or that events in our individual lives are shaped by God’s will, or that God rewards the virtuous and punishes the sinners on planet Earth.

Equally, disease, famine, earthquake and flood are no longer seen, even in the popular mind, as a punishment by God for the wicked — except by religious fundamentalists (and insurance company representatives). Furthermore, it is commonly accepted that the Earth is not the centre of God’s cosmology. And, it is generally believed, even by the most credulous churchgoers, that the biblical account of the Creation, and much else besides in the holy book, is ‘metaphoric’ rather than ‘historical’ truth. Modernist theologians, in company with agnostics and secularists, and rational thinkers of all hues, do not take seriously the Bible’s miracle stories (with the odd exception of the virgin birth), although these are not formally repudiated by the Christian churches, and are still routinely trotted out by clerics to satisfy the wish-fulfilment needs of the religious multitude. Contrary to Archer, it is not even true that the work of science is antithetical only to ‘fundamentalist’ or ‘literalist’ religiosity rather than sophisticated philosophical theism. As we shall see, Darwinian evolutionary science has undermined the rational philosophical case for affirming teleological design in nature, which has always been the most sophisticated theological argument in favour of God’s existence. The logical terminus of this explanatory regress of theist philosophy is a God who has less and less to do, whose creativity is pushed further and further backwards in the chain of causality, and who eventually is rendered redundant, the layabout God who might as well not exist.

Nonetheless, despite these setbacks, the battle of religion against science continues today in a lesser key, with the ferocious rearguard action of ‘creation scientists’ (i.e. adherents of ‘intelligent design’) against Darwinism (and interesting how theist opponents of science today attempt to legitimate their views by arbitrarily designating them ‘scientific’). At the time of writing, ‘Christian scientists’ are exploiting the necessarily provisional and inexact nature of scientific knowledge (the fact that science does not claim to be absolute truth) to argue that Darwinian evolutionism is just a ‘theory’ and not ‘fact’.45 Darwinism, then, from the perspective of the creationists, is just speculative, unlike the Bible, which is absolutely true, because it is the Word of God. Indeed, because Darwinian theory is a living and developing research programme, with competing theories of selective mechanisms and evolutionary events, this is taken by the creationists as evidence that it is a less than coherent and rather contentious species of theoretical speculation. But the point is, of course, ‘creationism’ is unitary and homogeneous precisely because it is static and lifeless and disregards disconfirming empirical evidence. As Siegel rightly observes,


this dismissal [by creationists of Darwinism as mere contentious ‘theory’] is not an openness to new knowledge but a means of disregarding present knowledge. It asserts that no scientific doctrine is to be taken as gospel (which no scientific philosopher would ever do) in order to take the gospel as science.46



But, even in the court of the so-called ‘first instance’ or ‘ultimate structure’ (i.e. the contemporary theory of God-at-a-distance, the law-maker, who started the process of natural evolution, but who allows it to run its course according to its own natural laws), the ontological idealist is no longer safe. The work of Stephen Hawking, for example, which has involved the integration of general relativity and quantum mechanics, has shown that reference to God is superfluous to an explanation of the ‘origins’ of the universe. Hawking’s argument is that ‘space and time together might form a finite, four-dimensional space without singularities or boundaries’. This is significant because this new understanding of physics eliminates the need to invoke a lawless state prior to the ‘big bang’ where ‘God would … have had complete freedom to choose what happened and how the universe began’.47 Hawking finds this conclusion a troubling one, however, for he regards, he says, physics as a surer path to God than religion. But this precisely demonstrates Engels’ point. Insofar as Hawking ‘is a scientific man, as far as he knows anything, he is a materialist; outside his science, in spheres about which he knows nothing’, he is an idealist or spiritualist.48


Logical and conceptual and ethical problems of theism

The mode of rationality that science has made predominant in modern societies is intrinsically (i.e. logically and conceptually) antithetical to ontological idealism. This is because an entirely speculative metaphysics (i.e. one based on faith, revelation and authority, and which claims to access the transcendent beyond the material world) invariably fails the test of rationality. The God-concept pertains to an object of knowledge that is conceptualized in such a way that there are no objective scientific or empirical means of refuting it (nor are there for most theists objective scientific or empirical means of corroborating it either), partly because this object is attributed powers unbounded by natural necessity and (on many religious accounts) logical necessity as well.

Consequently, a typical response of theologians, when challenged by secularists to corroborate their theism, is to assert that the methods of scientific epistemology are simply inappropriate when applied to the question of God’s existence, because God lies beyond the reach of science, and may be validated only by the subjective experience (of divinity) of the individual believer. The problem with this style of argument is, as Dawkins points out, that, by declarative fiat, it situates theism in ‘an epistemological safe zone’, beyond the reach of rational criticism.49 Yet such a strategy (the dissolution of rational objective checks on knowledge-claims) is integral to theism, because it is facilitated by the very nature of its thought-object, the concept of God, as this is constructed in religious discourse.

By way of illustration, the reader is invited to consider the characteristically precise ‘theory’ of God offered by the Oxford theologian Richard Swinburne:


What the theist claims about God is that he does have a power to create, conserve, or annihilate anything, big or small. And he can also make objects move or do anything else … He can make the planets move in the way that Kepler discovered that they move, or make gunpowder explode when we set a match to it; or he can make planets move in quite different ways, and chemical substances explode or not explode under quite different conditions from those which now govern their behaviour. God is not limited by the laws of nature; he makes them and he can change or suspend them — if he chooses.50



Now Swinburne’s God-concept is nothing out of the ordinary. This is unsurprising, since Swinburne, former Professor of Theology at Oxford University, and a Fellow of the British Academy, is respectable Christian academic orthodoxy personified. Let us suppose that Swinburne knows that God exists, because he has personally experienced God, or because he has been convinced of God’s existence by scripture, or by the ‘teleological’ argument, or some such thing. Even if this were the case, Swinburne cannot be in possession of any body of knowledge that would allow him to attribute to God the very specific range of properties and powers which he does. Even if some entity, which Swinburne thinks is God, told him (in a vision perhaps) that these were its own characteristics, or if Swinburne ‘sensed’ the presence of a being with these properties, this would not justify the specific knowledge-claims which he advances as a matter of certitude about the nature of God.

This is the typical problem of theological ‘knowledge’ — that which is advanced as knowledge cannot possibly be known. This is because the object of God-talk is placed beyond the capacity of rational human knowledge to comprehend, let alone analyze. The God-concept is inherently assertive, unbound by the disciplines of theoretical coherence and logical assertability that apply to any properly evidence-based epistemology. Since God is, according to the Christian tradition, absolute spirit, incorporeal, causeless cause (of everything), eternal, unbound by the categories of material reality (time, space, etc.), he is conceptualized in such a way that there is absolutely no way he can be an object accessible to science, or indeed any other empirically or experientially based knowledge. In fact, with regard to ‘why’ and ‘how’ questions, rational knowledge cannot say anything meaningful about God at all, so that these questions (and the answers given to them by religious scholars) are always wholly speculative, and enveloped in mysticism. Conversely, since God, as God (i.e. as absolute being) is regarded by theists as beyond the power of finite human minds to adequately comprehend, let alone explain, this dissolves the rational constraints or checks that would prevent theist philosophers from asserting anything they like about him (properties, powers, intentions, etc.), no matter how fantastic or preposterous these are, without the messy inconvenience of providing a testable or operational theory of how what is asserted is possible.

Strangely, my point is vindicated, negatively, from an unexpected quarter. Terry Eagleton, in his hostile review of Dawkins’s The God Delusion, takes the author to task for holding that ‘the existence of God is a scientific hypothesis which is open to rational demonstration’. Eagleton finds this an unreasonable demand: ‘God is not a celestial super-object or divine UFO, about whose existence we must remain agnostic until all the evidence is in.’ On the contrary, because, according to theologians, God is not ‘inside or outside the universe’, but is rather transcendent and invisible, he is just not empirically verifiable in the way that any corporeal time-space-bound thing, like a tooth fairy or the Loch Ness Monster, would be. Nonetheless, faith in God is rational, according to Eagleton, because God has revealed himself in human form, as ‘a reviled and murdered political criminal’. God is not, for Eagleton, a rational designer or cosmic manufacturer (a concept of God which Dawkins attributes to the religious) who has set up the inexorable laws of cause and effect that constitute the material universe. Rather, God is an ‘artist who did it [creation] for the sheer hell of it’, and who did it for love, not need. Consequently, his creation cannot be approached or understood as a work of science. God is ‘the condition of possibility of any entity whatsoever, including ourselves. He is the answer to why there is something rather than nothing … He is what sustains all things in being by his love, and this would still be the case if the universe had no beginning.’51

Eagleton rightly bridles at the undialectical and one-sided interpretation of religion presented by Dawkins. Religiosity, for Dawkins, is just simply error, and that is all there is to it. Religiosity, for Dawkins, is simply intolerance, oppression, superstition, heterophobia and unreason, and no more. Religiosity just is religious fundamentalism. Dawkins does not pay any attention to other versions of religiosity — especially the liberal, tolerant, universalistic, emancipatory, charitable, freedom-affirming, life-affirming version which, for Eagleton, constitutes the ‘Christian mainstream’, and which for him is apparently the real deal.52 Nor does Dawkins demonstrate any knowledge whatsoever of contemporary religious philosophy or theology, which has been concerned with questions of epistemology and ethics, subjectivity and grace.53 Instead, Dawkins’s God and religiosity is simply satanic — a God and religion obsessed with rules and laws, prohibitions, sexual morality, blood sacrifice, subordination to power, self-worship, false gods, and the like. Does not Dawkins comprehend, Eagleton wonders, that Jesus Christ, according to the Christian faith, came into the world to overthrow that despotic and vengeful and vindictive and paranoid Patriarch, to reveal to humanity that God was in fact a god of love, of charity, of friendship, a god committed to ‘caring for the sick and welcoming the immigrant, protecting the poor from the violence of the rich’, a god uninterested in burnt offerings and incense? ‘This false consciousness is overthrown in the person of Jesus, who reveals the Father as friend and lover rather than judge.’54

The problem with Eagleton’s critique is twofold. First, it is absurd to suggest that only persons knowledgeable of theology should venture a criticism of God or of religion, or that the critique of religion should focus on the most refined versions of theology. Most religious believers are not theologians, nor have any knowledge of theology. Why should theologians speak for them, or for God? Why should secularist critics speak only to them and not interrogate God or popular religiosity? Theology, at its best, may be highly liberatory and philosophically literate, yet most popular religiosity may be a rather different kettle of fish. Inasmuch as much popular religiosity appears ‘fundamentalist’ or ‘literalist’, it is quite legitimate for the critic to focus his or her critique on religion proper rather than theology. Conversely, it is incumbent on the professional religious philosopher to establish that the fundamentalist and literalist forms of religious faith he or she disapproves of are not actually indispensable aspects of religiosity, if it is to be shown that the focus of the religious critic on ‘fundamentalism’ is unfair or unwarranted.

Second, ontologically, Eagleton offers a defence of God that is purely speculative and hypothetic. How does Eagleton (or his theological friends) know that the ‘authentic’ God is not the not-so-nice Abrahamic one (which, he admits, has a big presence in the Bible and the Koran)? How does he (or the impeccably liberal Christian theologians) know that the ‘real’ God is the God of love recommended to us by Jesus? Not because this God is accessible by the methods of science or can be corroborated by any evidence-based epistemology. In that sense, Dawkins is right. God is placed by the religious in an epistemological safe zone. He does not dwell either inside or outside the universe. He is everywhere and yet nowhere. Naturally, he is invisible. In a sense, ‘he does not in fact exist’.55 Eagleton finds all of this perfectly respectable. He does not appear to consider that this God-concept is suspiciously convenient, for the purposes of the theist, inasmuch as it appears almost designed to be irrefutable. Certainly, there is no logical necessity that God should be this way. He could be visible, or corporeal, or somewhere specific (such as immanent in the totality of our universe or a specific generative structure of our universe). He could be a scientist rather than an artist. He could even be some kind of ‘super-sized chap’.56 Instead, he just happens to be all of the things that would place him in the epistemological safe zone.

On what rational grounds, then, is belief in this God justifiable? Well, Eagleton tells us it is because Jesus himself has told us so, that’s why! And, from all accounts, Jesus was a very fine fellow indeed, a great teacher of morals. But, even if it were true that Jesus was the harbinger of a universal civilizing ethic of nurture and disharm, an ethical system which is an unqualified good in human affairs, which in fact is a questionable claim, this would not establish his divine credentials, or those of his Father, or establish that the essence of God is unconditional love. Eagleton thinks he has a very good idea of who the ‘historical’ Jesus was. He was the teacher of universal human fellowship. He was enormously popular with the poor. Several of his close companions were ‘probably Zealots’, anti-imperialist agitators. He was executed in order to ‘forestall a mass uprising in a highly volatile political situation’.57 Trouble is, the historical evidence to support all of these claims is at best insubstantial. Indeed, it is hardly an established historical fact that Jesus Christ himself actually existed, or if he did that his ‘original’ teachings have survived the protracted process of editing, redrafting and overwriting that eventually gave us the canonical Gospels.

Now, Swinburne regards the God-concept as rationally defensible by virtue of its explanatory economy, since in science, he reminds us, the simpler hypothesis of some observed phenomenon (such as elementary physical particles, the building blocks of the universe) is always preferable to the more complex. And God, he says, is the most simple and straightforward explanatory hypothesis of the world imaginable:


Theism claims that every other object which exists is caused to exist and kept in existence by just one substance, God. And it claims that every property which every substance has is due to God causing or permitting it to exist. It is a hallmark of a simple explanation to postulate few causes. There could in this respect be no simpler explanation than one which postulated only one cause. Theism is simpler than polytheism. And theism postulates for its one cause, a person [who possesses] infinite power (God can do anything logically possible), infinite knowledge (God knows everything logically possible to know), and infinite freedom.58



However, even if we accept for the sake of argument that Swinburne is advancing a meaningful concept of God, i.e. one to which criteria of rational judgement or evaluation can be applied, there is another problem, which is insurmountable. Let us leave to one side the problem that, even if the simpler hypothesis or cause of some observed phenomenon is preferable to the more complex, Swinburne presents no grounds for supposing that this simple hypothesis or cause is or might be God, rather than some other as yet undiscovered mindless structure or mechanism. Again, as is typically the case in theism, this is a wholly assertive claim. There is, of course, the additional problem that he has no knowledge that God, if he exists, is a simple or economic explanation of the totality of existence, and of all possible forms of existence.

Indeed, there is good reason to suppose that, whatever else he is, if he exists, God is almost certainly not ‘simple’. Such a being as God (who is not only the cause of all things, but that which sustains everything in every moment, and that which could choose to set up an entirely different reality, or suspend the laws of the current or actual one, and simultaneously communicate with millions of ‘receptive’ human beings) would have to be more stupendously complex than any structure or generative mechanism yet discovered in nature. Therefore, in accordance with the laws of statistical probability, it is considerably less likely that such a complex super-being exists than that a simpler finite structure or mechanism reside at the root of our actual current or ‘local’ universe.59 This is especially the case since the progress of scientific knowledge has demonstrated that complex structures are, as a rule, or at least have been to date, explainable in terms of simpler, more basic ones. Such an alternative, instead of explaining everything that exists (and every logical possibility of existence that does not exist but that could exist) in the style of a grand reduction, would instead explain only the elementary conditions of existence of the next ascending ‘emergent’ level or stratum of the universe. This is, in fact, exactly how science proceeds, and this is how science is approaching the problem of the origin of the universe. Whatever else such a successful explanatory hypothesis would be, if we had one, it would certainly be simpler (and hence much less improbable) than the God ‘theory’.

The sheer statistical improbability of God, the fact that God is situated in an epistemological safe zone where he is insulated from the possibility of scientific refutation, and the fact that theology licenses the dressing up of wild metaphysical speculation as real knowledge, is only the start of the logical and conceptual difficulties faced by religion as philosophical ontology. Traditionally, of course, theologians have believed they can demonstrate God’s existence on purely logical grounds. However, much good work has been carried through by secular philosophers that has made a monkey out of the theological ‘rationalizations’ of God’s existence — arguments from infinite regress, the argument from finitude, the argument from ‘ontology’, the ‘teleological argument’ or argument from design (or improbability), the argument from universal assent, etc. Of these logical proofs of God’s existence, the teleological argument has the most going for it. Nonetheless, all of these have dissolved into tautologies under close critical inspection.60

Other philosophers of science have pointed out that an ‘infinite’ cosmos (conceived as a self-determining process, possibly cyclical, of big bang leading to big crunch, and vice versa) poses no logical problems of understanding, as most theists would claim, hence eliminating the need to invoke God. Just as a sequence of numbers does not necessarily have a beginning (if we include negative numbers) or end, nor is there any necessity for the cosmos to have had a singular beginning or cause.61 This logical point has been reinforced theoretically by contemporary developments in physics.62

Contemporary philosophers of science have also had much sport picking apart the logical and conceptual contradictions and gaps of theism. There are a number of issues.

First, there is the problem of explaining God’s existence. Our rational (i.e. scientific and practical) knowledge of objects tells us that everything that exists has an origin, a history, and a terminus. From the perspective of science and of practical knowledge (of the workings of nature), which is empirically testable (and which has been tested and validated), nothing is timeless or eternal. Yet theism claims exactly this status for God. Either God spontaneously willed himself into existence at some point prior to his creation of the universe (an amazing feat for an up-to-then non-existent being), or God has always existed. But, if the former claim is just absurd, the latter claim is necessarily wholly speculative, since there is no means of corroborating it. Worse, it is a ‘non-theory’, since what is asserted as fact is epistemologically unsupported. Theology and philosophy can offer no explanatory theory of how an eternal being is possible, yet offering a hypothetical ‘how’ is a minimum logical requirement of any rational knowledge-claim. The problem is especially acute in this case precisely because our non-speculative analytical and empirical knowledge of the world (i.e. science) renders it inductively rational to regard a timeless being as improbable.

Second, there is the problem of providing a rational account of God’s creativity. Ernest Nagel famously made the point that theism is fundamentally irrational, because it is unable to make sense of how the universe of matter could have been spontaneously created by God. The idea of God as the ‘lawmaker’ or ‘first cause’ of the universe, argues Nagel, cannot overcome the logical impossibility of ‘something out of nothing’.63 God is supposed to have created the laws of matter-in-motion, bringing into being the world of things from the void of non-being. But, as Angeles notes: ‘Force, no matter how much, cannot make something from nothing’.64 So creation ex nihilo, a formal theological doctrine of the Roman Catholic Church, is a violation of the law of non-contradiction, rather like asserting that an irresistible force will always prevail against an immovable object, or that Jesus Christ can be wholly God and wholly human (as Christian theological orthodoxy also asserts). But, if God created the cosmos, he must have made it from something, i.e. matter, which paradoxically means that matter needs no gods, and the spiritual ‘first cause’ is not the origin or basis of material existence after all.65 This superfluity of God to nature is confirmed by our own observations and knowledge, which have shown that matter is radically creative and transformative, and requires no ‘prime mover’. Equally, if we must concede that matter, as a philosophical category capturing all forms of the non-minded real (not any particular form or substance of matter), is eternal, logically there is no need to invoke God to explain its existence.

Third, if God is postulated as just the totality of being, the entire ‘pluriverse’ or ‘multiverse’ (as TDCR Bhaskar would say), rather than just its ultimatum or basis, how can this concept be rationally grasped? Is it meaningful to speak of that which cannot sensibly be comprehended by our finite minds, which appears beyond the bounds of logical possibility — a cosmic intelligence which just is being? Is a singular unified theory of everything in terms of just one substance, a single yet all-encompassing super-being, really a rational or intelligible demand to place on our knowledge? By contrast, it should be noted that ontological materialism presupposes no such question-begging thing as ‘infinite being’, ‘eternal being’, ‘ultimate structure’ or ‘first cause’. Objective idealism, on the other hand, has to explain everything in terms of concepts that are forever beyond our rational grasp (‘absolute’, ‘total’, ‘eternal’, ‘omnipotent’, ‘omniscient’, yet simple being). Ontological materialism, though not dismissive of totalizing concepts, does not start from them, or place these at the centre of its philosophy of being. Instead, it starts from premises that are comprehensible, or at least conceivable to us.

Ontological materialism proposes the processual and possibly cyclical (on the reckoning of certain cosmologists) unfolding of successive modes or universes of matter, all of which are finite, each of which is generated by the one preceding it, with the higher-level designs emergent from mindless simple lower-level order and disorder. This seems a lot less mind-boggling than the ‘mind-first’ view (which can only imagine design in nature as the product of a greater design), particularly since this disposes of the idea that there is a fundamental telos at work in the cosmos.66 But, if our science is capable of theorizing just how the higher-order designs and order of the cosmos can emerge from primeval disorder and simple mindless matter, and is capable of empirically corroborating the theories of how this process works at a number of levels, this really should count as a very good reason for abandoning the miraculous premise of ontological idealism and endorsing the less miraculous premise of ontological materialism. In fact, despite its imperfections, our science is already capable of doing this.

Since specifying God’s purpose in creating everything has baffled the best philosophers and theologians for centuries, with no end in sight, undercutting this whole sterile debate seems an unqualifiedly good thing, especially since Darwinian materialism has precisely demonstrated how design can emerge from order and order from disorder without the necessity of invoking a conscious designer. The point is well made by Daniel C. Dennett:


Darwin explains a world of … causes and … laws with a principle that is … utterly independent of ‘meaning’ or ‘purpose’. It assumes a world that is absurd in the existentialist’s sense of the term: not ludicrous but pointless, and this assumption is a necessary condition of any non-question-begging account of purpose … Darwin’s materialistic theory may not be the only non-question-begging theory of these matters, but it is one such theory, and the only one we have found, which is quite a good reason for espousing materialism.67



Dennett points out that, prior to Darwin, the idea that mind or God must be the ‘first cause’ or ‘real essence’ of reality was a respectable or reasonable one, because at this point science could offer no explanation of how mindless, mechanical matter could give rise to complex, designed beings capable of reflexive rational thought.68 The view also accorded with common sense: we know from our world of human agency that a clever design requires a cleverer designer. For this reason, for example, the classical empiricists tended towards theism. John Locke, for example, argued that reason was supportive of God, because atheism was simply logically indefensible. Locke’s view was that only mind could set matter in motion (this being evidenced every time a human being intervened causally in the world on the basis of his or her ideas), since it was impossible that the base and mindless world of purely physical things could give rise to the rich mental world of consciousness.

Thus, as Dennett rightly says, in Locke’s view, the ‘traditional idea that God is a rational, thinking agent, a Designer and Builder of the world, is … given the highest stamp of scientific approval: like a mathematical theorem, its denial is supposedly impossible to conceive’.69 David Hume shared this same basic view, though, of course, sceptically. Hume exposed the logical shortfalls of ‘mind-first’ understandings of design and order in nature. He noted that the argument for God’s existence was informed by the principle that only a Higher Intelligence (or supermind) could be held responsible for lower intelligence or mind (human cognition). But Hume also saw that this simply set in motion an infinite regress. Hume’s dilemma, points out Dennett, was that if ‘God created and designed all these wonderful things, who created God? Supergod? Superdupergod?’ To defend the concept of God the Creator, in short, Hume saw that an infinite series of successively more powerful or complex superminds would have to be (fruitlessly) invoked, this paradoxically withholding the status of omnipotent God from each of them. Yet, because Hume could not see how ‘the curious adapting of means … throughout all nature’70 could have occurred by chance (if not by chance, how?), he nonetheless concluded that there must exist a conscious Lawmaker.

The echo of this view is still to be found today, of course. The eminent physicist Paul Davies, for example, argues that our human powers of consciousness or mindedness can be ‘no trivial detail, no minor by-product of mindless purposeless forces’.71 But the crucial point is that the rational foundation of the ‘mind-first’ understanding of the cosmos has been decisively undermined by the Darwinian revolution in evolutionary biology. For this has had significance well beyond the Tree of Life. As Dennett points out, ‘Darwin’s dangerous idea’ is a kind of ‘universal acid’, because it eats through the theistic concept of the universe:


Darwin began his attack on the Cosmic Pyramid in the middle: Give me Order and time, and I will explain Design. We have now seen how the downward path of universal acid flows: if we give his successors Chaos (in the old-fashioned sense of pure meaningless randomless), and eternity, they will explain Order — the very Order needed to account for the Design. Does utter Chaos in turn need an explanation? What is there left to explain? Some people think there is still one leftover ‘why’ question: Why is there something rather than nothing? Opinions differ on whether the question makes any intelligible demand.72



So Darwin’s ‘dangerous idea’ is significant because it offers in the service of the anti-theist case the most powerful theoretical tool known to scientific knowledge. In place of the mystery of conscious Design and Purpose is placed a theory that disposes of all that and ‘which is about as secure as any in science’.73 Marx grasped this immediately: ‘Despite all deficiencies, not only is the death blow dealt here for the first time here to “teleology” in the natural sciences, but its rational basis is empirically explained.’74 Darwinian materialism has demystified order and design in the organic realm, by showing exactly how order and design occur without a designing intelligence or will. By doing so, it should rightly make us suspicious of ‘design’ arguments applied to the objects of other branches of science (such as cosmology, chemistry and elementary physics). As far as we have scientific knowledge of how order and design is operationalized in nature, this is provided by Darwinism, not theism. By contrast, we have no operational theoretical knowledge of how God might have designed the wider universe, or how he might have created the chemical combinations that produced life on our planet. Therefore, if we take our stand with science, it is inductively rational to accept that a naturalistic explanation of ‘design’ in nature is more likely to be appropriate than a spiritualistic one in domains outside biology.

Indeed, even if the existence of a god-like being, which created our universe, were pretty much proven one day (e.g. by a combination of philosophical reasoning and scientific evidence), we would have to conclude, in accordance with Darwinism, that such a being almost certainly could not be infinite or eternal, but would far more likely have to be the product of natural evolution from humble (mindless, simple) beginnings, perhaps in another ‘local’ universe.75 Little wonder, then, that Darwinian materialism has met (and still meets) with the most ferocious resistance of all scientific theories by theists (including religious-minded contemporary scientists). They understand its universal significance better than most, it seems. After all, this ‘universal acid’ has proven impossible to contain. It has broken out of its bridgehead in evolutionary biology and has permeated ‘all the way down’ to the cosmological sciences. This has led to some of the most exciting contemporary developments in theoretical physics, such as Smolin’s theory of the differential reproduction of universes.76 I conclude that Dennett is right to argue that ‘Darwin’s dangerous idea’ gives us good reasons for affirming ontological materialism and disputing ontological idealism.

I have argued that Darwinism has dissolved the rational basis of theism by giving us ‘good enough’ reasons for endorsing its contrary. However, this is not the end of the conceptual problems faced by the former. Another, fourth, difficulty is the manifold shortcomings of theistic ‘explanations’ of data that contradicts the belief in an omnipotent and benevolent God. For a start, there is the problem of explaining why such a God has had such a hard time transmitting his goodness and unsullied morality to his apostles and disciples (i.e. the priestly elites and their flocks) in a manner that is comprehensible to them. Modernist theologians tend to accept that the Bible and other religious texts are not authoritative on ethical matters, because God’s morality has been mediated by human moral imperfection and historically relative cultures and institutions. This belated discovery of sociology by theologians allows them to disregard the God who sanctioned war-making, slave-taking, rape, human sacrifice, pillage, eternal damnation, tyrannical authority, and so on. All of this happened, it is said, because ‘primitive’ cultures were not able to fully grasp the meaning of God’s love. It was all misunderstanding.

But the problem with this is that it is precisely an admission that God is not omnipotent. If God always has to accommodate to human and cultural frailties and imperfections, there are definite limitations on his power, meaning that God is less than God. Moreover, by conceding the point that human knowledge of God is always socially and culturally mediated, theologians undercut the grounds by which others might accept their own interpretation of God’s Word as trustworthy. If the ‘holy books’ and saints and prophets are unreliable guides to God’s Love or God’s Word, because their accounts are distorted by the prejudices and conventions of time and place, what is the warranty for accepting that the views of the ‘modernists’ succeed any better in escaping the limitations of their own historical and cultural circumstances, and thus in accessing the real meaning or truth of God?

Then there is the problem of explaining why a benevolent and omnipotent God permits so many non-believers and wrong-believers today to live stunted and alienated spiritual lives (and let us recall that Bhaskar himself describes the non-religious as alienated). Given that wrong-believers, by and large, do not choose their religious beliefs (but inherit them by virtue of culture and tradition), it cannot be said that spiritual impoverishment here results from any kind of ‘free will’ bestowed on humankind by God. Given that non-believers are often motivated in their atheism for the best of reasons (moral, political and otherwise), or are non-believers precisely because they have no experience of God, no good reason can be given why God permits their spiritual ‘lack’ or ‘absence’ to continue. Nor why God ‘plays dice’ with people’s lives by allowing some to enjoy the spiritual growth denied to others that comes from experiencing God’s love.

Now Christian theologians who insist ‘that behind the world of phenomena there is a supreme spirit which has brought it into being’ have always believed that this ‘spirit desires to be known … by the most intelligent of its own creatures’. This desire of the Creator to be known to humankind explains religious consciousness; it results from God allowing human beings to experience him. This beggars the question of how God might communicate with his creatures. Insofar as we know anything about linguistic communication, we know that it depends on the existence of a certain complex structure of organic matter (i.e. big brains wired up to vocal organs), and we are clueless as to how communication might otherwise be possible. For the theist philosopher, of no matter:


The whole idea of Spirit ‘speaking to’ spirit is, of course, metaphor … But if we are to suppose that God has ‘spoken to man’, how should He speak? … Surely it is very credible that the method of communication chosen might well be through the influence of the higher Spirit upon the lower.



There are two obvious problems with this construction. On the one hand, and most obviously, it does not and cannot provide any explanation of how ‘higher spirit’ can influence ‘lower spirit’, for this resides outside knowledge and the limits of logical possibility (as far as we can tell). On the other hand, if God is omnipotent, and ‘wishes to be known’ to humankind, why has he not made a rather better job of it? Why have we not all experienced God? In a roundabout sort of a way this allows us to revisit Hartwig’s argument for realist agnosticism, because if ontological idealism is no less plausible than ontological materialism, this dilemma requires some kind of rational solution. If it is perfectly reasonable that God is basic to matter, and is omnipresent, and wishes us to contact or connect with him (and all theists believe this), some explanation needs to be given of why he places himself beyond the reach of our collective knowledge or experience. Why not give our scientists and atheists the ‘doubting Thomas’ treatment? I, for one, would be happy to believe in everlasting life (or unconditional love as the ontological truth of the cosmos), given good reasons to do so.

Sanday says that God makes himself known ‘not in equal degree [to] all individuals but pre-eminently upon some’.77 This presumably explains the privileged role of priests and religious institutions. But the obvious question this poses is: why? Why not ‘cut out the middle men’? The theological answer seems to be that God has given the task of spiritually enlightening us to his hand-picked apostles and disciples. But, since this strategy has not been entirely successful, and since it is difficult to see how it could be (given that ‘we’ are expected to know and love the Creator without experiencing him — ‘blessed are those who believe without seeing’), I will leave it to the reader to judge where this leaves our ‘omnipotent’ and ‘omniscient’ God.

Finally, there is the tricky difficulty of explaining why the same benevolent and all-powerful deity permits evil to obtain and flourish in the world (famine, gender and racial oppression, class exploitation, poverty, to name a few). That this is a real problem for religion is conceded by philosophically literate theists, such as the CR scholars Margaret Archer, Andrew Collier and Doug Porpora, for whom the presence of evil in the world ‘remains a puzzle for any affirmation of a good and powerful God’.78

Traditionally, theists have resorted to three different strategies to explain (or rather explain away) the contradiction. The first is the view that explains wicked deeds in terms of God’s higher purpose of allowing us to grasp the meaning of ‘goodness’ by means of contrasting it with ‘evil’. The second is the so-called ‘ethical gymnasium theory’. This attempts to explain away evil doings in terms of the ‘strengthening of moral character’ that wrestling with evil allegedly brings.79 (A particularly notorious version of this theory has been recently defended by Swinburne, for whom neither Hiroshima nor the Holocaust should be regarded as incompatible with a God of love. Indeed, for Swinburne, these events could even be said to be serving God’s purpose, because they permitted an opportunity for those affected to act nobly or bravely or stoically in the face of evil, and for witnesses to demonstrate sympathy and solidarity with victims of these atrocities).80 The third entails invoking the concept of ‘free will’. God is benevolent and omnipotent, but in his goodness and power decided to allow human beings to legislate and decide their own moral choices, leading to both acts of goodness (by the righteous who recognize that unconditional love is what existence is all about) and acts of wickedness (by the evil or weak-willed who have chosen to turn away their hearts from God’s goodness).

I will not dwell long on the defects of this kind of reasoning, both logical and moral. First, the idea of ‘darkness’ or ‘evil’ existing in the world in order to allow humans to better understand God’s ‘light’ or ‘goodness’, I would say barely merits a reasoned response. Nonetheless I will state the obvious difficulty. Why does this require the horrific scale of oppression and suffering that exists? Why not just a smidgen of suffering and evil for purposes of comparison? As Siegel observes, to argue that humanity is ‘plunged into the terrible cold of darkness of despair [in order] to appreciate the comfort of warmth and light … is to argue like the man who beat his head against the wall because it felt so good when he stopped’.81 In any case, what becomes of the idea or nature of God’s ‘goodness’ if it requires evil as the fundamental condition of its existence?

Second, the ‘moral gymnasium theory’ fails, for three reasons. First, because there is no evidence that the victims of (e.g.) famine and war and poverty and genocide are morally strengthened by the experience. On the contrary, the evidence suggests the opposite — demoralization, deadening of the intellect and spirit, brutalization, dehumanization.82 Children deprived of love often grow up feeling valueless and unable to love. Abused children often become abusers. Second, because horrific acts of violence and oppression are equally opportunities for witnesses to respond in negative rather than positive ways — e.g. by exhibiting cowardice, by withholding solidarity and sympathy, by denying moral responsibility, by denying that the evil was indeed evil. Finally, because the presence of evil in the world would not be required to ‘enlighten’ or ‘civilize’ humanity if we humans lived already in a world that had been designed by God to be enlightened and civilized — i.e. in a world governed by an ethic of universal nurture and disharm.

The ‘moral gymnasium theory’ also provokes an obvious riposte. What are we to make of the morality of a God who would permit or tolerate the slaughter or demoralization of the innocent for purposes of spiritual enlightenment? This is an admission that God’s knowledge is inadequate and that God’s morality is flawed, and hence this is a denial of God. What are we to make of the omnipotence and omniscience of a God who can find no way of enlightening or civilizing humanity except by injuring it or allowing it to injure itself? The fact that God is compelled (or alternatively chooses) to utilize or permit evil for the purpose of a ‘higher good’ is precisely an admission that either God’s power is far from absolute, or that his wisdom and morality is questionable, and hence, again, this is a denial of God.

The above analysis sketches out the outline of a realist critique of the kind of ethical and political positions that are secreted by and within theistic philosophical systems. This shows that traditional attempts by theologians to make sense of negative social phenomena (such as sexual or racial violence, imperialism, genocide, warfare, disease, poverty, and so on), all of which apparently contradict the idea of a benevolent all-powerful God, are not only philosophically uncompelling, but are also morally dubious. They are also politically disabling to boot. If suffering and oppression exist in tandem with an omnipotent and omniscient God, then logic suggests that this is acceptable to God. If suffering and oppression exist by virtue of God’s plan, why should we humans bother to ameliorate or abolish them?

The typical Christian rationalization — that the Fall into evil occurred not by virtue of God’s plan, but in spite of it, by virtue of our own human free will choices, which have been bestowed on us by God — is no explanation of why God tolerated the Fall of humanity, or why he permits this situation to persist. I suppose it could be said that free will is an absolute good (because it is freedom), and since free will is precisely freedom to choose (either virtuous or wicked acts), it follows that evil is a necessary consequence of a greater good. But why should God elevate free will to the status of a moral absolute? Why is it more important to God than the other virtues — love, truth, beauty — so that these may be compromised or trampled underfoot by its exercise? Perhaps it is because the other virtues are rendered more valuable by being chosen voluntarily rather than by being imposed by divinely ordered natural necessity. On the other hand, if a necessary consequence of the virtue of free will is the Fall, is that not a limitation of God’s power? And, since the consequence of human free will has been Falleness, would we not perhaps, from the perspective of God, have been better off without it?

Why, in any case, is human free will (if it does exist in the voluntaristic sense, which of course it does not) incompatible with divine intervention to correct injustice and protect the virtuous? ‘Free will’ is all well and good, but some are more free to exercise it than others, and to better effect in servicing their needs and interests, by virtue of their privileged location in class structures and other forms of hierarchic power relations. That being the case, would not a rational benevolent God intervene to ensure that the opportunities for humans to exercise meaningful life-choices are equalized, so that those of the many are not subordinated to those of the few? Unless this is done, it can hardly be said that the ‘problem of evil’ is the simple effect of our voluntary collective decisions. Some evils may be natural responses to sociostructural constraints. This policy of godly non-intervention, after all, is tolerant of social systems (e.g. capitalism, feudalism, absolutism), which, as a matter of historical fact, have been built on exploitation and oppression of the vast mass of humanity. The theological answer to the ‘problem of evil’ (The Fall), including the problem posed by the fact that evil impacts disproportionately on the powerless (and damages the virtuous and innocent as well as the guilty), may be some version of the ‘moral gymnasium theory’, but, as I have argued, this has moral problems all of its own.

The doctrine of Falleness accounts for the existence of evil in the world in terms of humanity’s self-estrangement from God. A radical-left reading of this doctrine of Falleness is provided by CR scholar Andrew Collier. Collier does not like the term ‘original sin’ (a term formally codified in Christianity by St Augustine), since ‘this strongly suggests that sin is transmitted genetically, and is, in each generation, brought to the world by people who have inherited it. Falleness on the other hand suggests that we are born into a fallen world, and the structures of evil exist in society, and indeed nature, which cannot be neutralized by a mere act of will.’83 For Collier, Falleness is the fall of humanity into the alienation and fetishism of class-based modes of production (and natural constraints more generally), which are responsible for collective unfreedom. This is not God’s responsibility, but the world’s. As Collier puts it, ‘it is quite clear in the New Testament that God is not the ruler of the world (that phrase is reserved for the powers of evil), and that his will is not done on earth’.84 The doctrine of the Fall, according to Collier — that ‘most of the things that happen on earth happen despite God, not because of him’,85 and are therefore voluntarily perpetrated by human beings, albeit for Collier not under circumstances of our own choosing — is the only rational Christian explanation of the ‘problem of evil’.

Collier’s interpretation of the Fall (as the result of the exercise of human free will within material and socio-historical constraints) is ethically preferable to the traditional Christian notion of Falleness as just original sin. As we have seen, Collier dislikes the concept of original sin, because it implies sinfulness is passed across the generations by virtue of biological inheritance, whereas he wishes to affirm that the problem is that each generation of humans is born into fallen (oppressive, exploitive) social structures and a world of natural constraint. But one serious limitation of Collier’s view is that, as he admits, it is unsupported by a ‘theological theory of how this [Falleness] came about’.86 The second major difficulty of Collier’s view is that it has little historical or ideological basis in popular Christianity, or in Christian theology, or in popular or theoretical Judaism. This is unsurprising, since it is in fact his own artifice, and one informed by his structural-Marxism and secular socialist moral sensibility. This ‘Marxist’ construction of the meaning of Falleness would not be accepted by most Christians, and, as Collier himself admits, ‘mainstream theology has never … from about the years 500 to 1900 … been socialist’.87 Nor, particularly, has it been subsequently, or is it today, he might have added. How, therefore, his account can function as a defence of Christian providential history (Falleness) is unclear.

The actual Judaeo-Christian (i.e. biblical) story of the Fall, by contrast with Collier’s version, may be interpreted in two different ways, both of which are morally suspect. The first interpretation is that human beings are simply wicked, by virtue of their human nature. Falleness (original sin) results from the innate sinfulness of material human nature. The virtue of this interpretation is that it explains why the future generations of human beings are suffering still under the chronic recursiveness of Falleness in a way that absolves God of responsibility for meting out arbitrary collective justice. Falleness continues because humanity remains sinful, not because God wills the punishment of the future generations for the sins of the founders. After all, if humans were not sinful, by virtue of their nature, the persistence of Falleness (expulsion from Eden) would be a form of injustice permitted by God. This would be unjust because it would be a universal punishment, of total humanity, rather than of those particular individuals whose actions were responsible for the Fall. The problem with this interpretation, however, is that it undercuts itself. This it does by conceding the imperfection of God, since if humans are sinful by nature, then so too is God’s creativity. Either God ceases to be absolute causal power (i.e. God-like in the sense of omnipotence), because it is beyond his power to create beings capable of exercising good moral judgements, or God ceases to be absolute goodness, because he has chosen to create inherently sinful beings, or has failed to predict their sinful nature.

The second interpretation is the more familiar one (already discussed above) that the expulsion of the first humans from Eden was the consequence of their wicked free will choices (since Adam and Eve voluntarily partook of the Forbidden Fruit, despite the abundance of natural resources provided by God to cater for their material wants). Humanity was not ‘born bad’, on this view, so original sin does not mean original humanity is doomed to wickedness by virtue of natural necessity. Rather, God gave humans the free will to make their own decisions, for good or for ill. The problem with this view is twofold.

First, it does not really escape the problem of the first interpretation, since this too concedes the imperfection of God’s creation. For if the first humans chose evil rather than goodness, despite no material necessity to do so (e.g. resource-stress), this is still tantamount to admitting the radical imperfection of their design. Humans are not doomed to badness by natural necessity, it is true, but at the very least they are the kinds of creatures who cannot be trusted to exercise free will responsibly in making moral judgements.

Second, this interpretation, like the first, also admits the moral imperfection of God. For, if we accept the ethical ambivalence of human free will, the ultimate responsibility for the Fall must lie with God himself. This is for the simple reason that, having created imperfect human beings, God would also be responsible for having furnished them with temptations for evil deeds to which they would sooner-or-later succumb. This just seems capricious. Yet, paradoxically, after the Fall (expulsion of Adam and Eve from Eden), we are told that the free will errors of the founder humans were destined to be ‘visited’ by God upon succeeding generations, apparently being coded into hereditary human nature itself, after all.88 Again, we are back with a God who engages in arbitrary collective punishment (imposition of the ‘selfish gene’ upon humanity, which cramps the possibility of ethical ‘right-action’ on the earthly terrain?), and who is therefore himself morally stunted.

The traditional Christian view of Falleness as original sin is politically and ethically problematic in another way. This is in the sense that it dissolves the rationality of revolutionary projects of social transformation (such as the replacement of capitalism with socialism). This is because the doctrine of original sin discovers the roots of the key human and social ills in either individual wills or in the biological nature of humanity, not in historically generated socio-cultural relations. In this sense, Christianity is antithetical to Marxism, and other forms of critical social theory. If the problems of human society (exploitation, oppression, inequality, poverty, etc.) are brought about by inherent human sinfulness, rather than from the way in which society is organized, attempts to substantially improve the human condition, by means of political mobilizations for thoroughgoing institutional or structural change, are doomed to failure. This is obviously a pretty extreme form of reductionism, which I think can be shown to be false, and which if true would also call into question the rationality of even the most cautious projects of social reform within the confines of modern capitalist societies. Christians may, of course, be personally committed to projects of social reform, even revolution, but such projects are not supported by the Christian doctrine of Falleness as original sin.89

Finally, the concept of free will is in any case inconsistent with the idea of an omnipotent and omniscient God. On the one hand, if human beings have genuine free will, they must have real existential autonomy from God’s will and power, such that God cannot determine their actions even if he so desired. It is therefore insufficient to say that an omnipotent being, in its omnipotence, could choose not to act, therefore permitting certain of its creatures freedom of thought and action. Free will is meaningless if it is rendered conditional on the will of another. If it is bestowed and potentially revocable, it is not real. Free will then becomes the freedom-within-constraint allowed by the benevolent despot, the kind of freedom bestowed on the child by the enlightened parent. But, on the other hand, if humans do have genuine free will (i.e. real existential autonomy of thought and deed from God’s will), this is a limitation or constraint on God’s power. This in turn is an admission that God is not god-like (in the sense of being infinitely powerful), and so it is a denial of the possibility of God (in the traditional sense understood by the ideologues of the world religions).90 Yet, if God’s omnipotence falls, as it must if we concede human free will, then so too does his omniscience, since it would be impossible for God to possess perfect knowledge or wisdom of all processes or events in the cosmos in the absence of his capacity to control all things absolutely.

The idea of human free will, I suggest, is incompatible with the idea of God. One or the other must fail. Incidentally, for the same reason, the idea of God and human free will is incompatible with the CR philosophy of science. Thus, if we accept the reality of free will, and also the CR ontology of historicized stratification and emergence, of the ontological ‘openness’ and incompleteness in natural evolution of the universe (and we must accept the latter if we base our knowledge on the sciences), it follows that if God exists, he must be the source of this ‘open’, ‘incomplete’ cosmos, and of human free will as the highest-level emergent property of the cosmos. But, in this case, God must have willed himself to be non-omnipotent and therefore non-omniscient, because this is necessary for genuine ‘openness’ and ‘free will’ to exist in the universe. This is self-contradictory, because a condition of the act of willing oneself to be non-omnipotent and non-omniscient is of course one’s possession of exactly these qualities, yet the outcome is precisely their denial. If it were (somehow) possible for an omnipotent and omniscient being to strip itself of these absolute powers, the end-result would (again) constitute a constraint or limitation on God, and so deny him his godly status. On the other hand, if God is partial or limited being from the beginning, which is the only other way of reconciling the CR idea of systemic openness and human creativity in the cosmos, then in what sense is he godly? If this is so, God is a partial, flawed being, albeit a higher-order being, in a wider system, and therefore is less than God.91

I conclude that religious philosophy has failed to furnish an internally coherent concept of God. This would appear to problematize the rationality of God-talk. However, whatever the failings of theology, perhaps religious beliefs can be shown to be defensible on other grounds. For example, according to Andrew Collier, in his On Christian Belief, the judgemental rationality of the Christian faith is established by means of a critique of ‘religious expressivism’. This is the doctrine that religious claims express non-representational emotions or attitudes rather than beliefs about the external world.92 Collier is, I think, successful in demonstrating that religious beliefs necessarily have a cognitive aspect, on the grounds that even if these are emotive or attitudinal, they nonetheless have representational content, by virtue of which they may be adjudged true or false. As Collier observes, ‘as soon as a feeling [or attitude] comes to be about something, it is no longer purely non-cognitive’.93

But Collier does not establish the rationality of the cognitive content of religious beliefs. For sure, religious beliefs, like all knowledge-claims, are held to be evidentially based, and are meaningful only if they are. Religious believers require ‘good reasons’ for their beliefs, and many will recognize this, and will want to establish what these ‘good reasons’ are. But this has no bearing on the issue of whether the reasons are indeed good or convincing ones, whether the beliefs are supported or otherwise, reality-based or ideological. Rationality is not knowledge. And rational motives do not always translate into rational beliefs. Collier himself affirms that one can have rational reasons for believing in the reality of God, but these ‘establish at most likelihoods rather than certainties’.94

But there is a deeper problem. Human beings are of course ‘somewhat rational’, and for this reason we typically want to demonstrate the evidential grounds of our beliefs. But humans (as Freud has demonstrated) are also somewhat irrational, or at least non-rational, and so it cannot be ruled out that the mass appeal of religion may be non-cognitive, even if religious concepts necessarily acquire a cognitive aspect. This is in the sense of being based on emotive psychological needs, which (under certain socio-historical circumstances) create a demand for the cultural construction of false or illusory or inverted beliefs about the world. Collier is perhaps right that our emotions and attitudes are always ‘about’ something (whether ourselves or some aspect of the external world), and so they are referential. But it is quite possible that the referents of our attitudes and emotions are either misdiagnosed entities or mere constructs of our imaginations. This being the case, attempts by the CR spiritualists to philosophically establish the rational defensibility of the God-concept, on the grounds of the ‘spiritual’ experiences of religious believers (of divinity), appears to be a rather flimsy strategy, which cannot impress anyone other than the already committed religionist.95

By way of illustration of this point, let us consider the examples of racism and heterophobia. These can (and have) been rationalized and legitimated with the tools of scientific rationality (e.g. the reception of Darwin as social Darwinism) and by clinical expertise (most infamously by the eugenicists). Despite this, racism has never been reality-based, and there have never been particularly strong rational grounds for endorsing it. Racist consciousness is far from being logically or conceptually coherent, since racists typically assert that migrants or asylum seekers are ‘stealing our jobs’, yet are also ‘scrounging off our welfare state’. Reasoned argument revealing the contradictions of that position (either they work too much or too hard or for too little or they do not work at all) will do nothing to change the views of the typical BNP bigot. For the hard-core racist, the ideology of nation and ‘race’ is often an emotional attachment detached from the reality of its referents (ethnicity and community). These objects may be misrecognized (communities have never been and cannot be ethnically or culturally homogeneous) or simply fictitious (there are no biologically distinct ‘races’).

Racism and heterophobia is based not simply on inadequate knowledge or rational errors of consciousness (generated by ideological and social structures), but on paranoid projection — our irrational psychological fears and anxieties over difference. Concepts of ethnic nationalism are, as Slavoj Žižek persuasively tells, structured in and by phantasy: these are national myths pertaining to imaginary communities. Consequently, for Žižek, what the racist truly fears is that his or her jouissance (‘enjoyment incarnate’), objectified as his or her ‘Nation-Thing’, is not reality-based. So ethnic or racial outsiders are hated not simply for wishing to steal this jouissance, but because they invoke the suspicion that it cannot be stolen because it is based on myth and illusion. For this same reason, the racist also has a deep-seated psychic need to fear and hate the Other of his or her own imagination, because it is his or her attribution to this (mythical) Other of the desire to steal away ‘our’ national entitlements (Nation-Thing) which sustains the phantasy of their objective reality.96

Popular religiosity may also conceivably have its roots in certain deep-seated non-conscious psychological and affectual dispositions of the human organism (such as the psychic-emotional need to secure a sense of ontological security in a world of existential uncertainty). In that case, religious beliefs would be caused not by the objective relationship of human reason to a real transcendental structure or property of reality (divinity or God), but by the internal sub-rational mechanisms of the human mind, which lead to an inter-subjective misapprehension of the meaning of ‘outsider-reality’. If so, this would mean that the evidential grounds provided by believers for their religious beliefs, the cognitive content that they invest in such beliefs, is merely an ideological rationalization of subjective states that have non-rational grounds or causes. Religious sentiment may exist, to put it bluntly, not because it expresses the truth of the world, but because it makes humans feel better about the world and their place in it (e.g. the doctrine of an immortal soul and afterlife yields obvious benefits in this respect).

This would perhaps partly explain the deep strain of ideological dogmatism and irrationalism running through the world religions (especially Christianity and Islam) — i.e. their appeals to faith, revelation and authority to establish the truth-content of their doctrines, and their manipulation of the credulous masses through the paraphernalia of miraculous events (virgin births, stigmata, resurrections, falling stars, holy men living to impossible ages, etc.).97 Collier, in his On Christian Belief, provides no argument for accepting his alternative view that the objects of religious experience are real and are the objective causes of human cognitive beliefs about them. The fact that ‘every case of belief is thought by the believer to be a case of knowledge’98 does not establish that the believer’s conception of religious belief is either reality-based or more rationally defensible than the atheist’s view of it as non-representational (at least of the entities it is supposed to be about).

Now the logical and conceptual problems of theism are not, of course, exhausted by the God-concept. This is where they start, but not where they finish. An obvious derivative of the God-concept, which is integral to most of the great world religions, is the notion of the everlasting soul, of a spiritual afterlife, of the transmigration or transubstantiation of the spiritual essences of human beings apart from their particular embodied forms (individual human organisms). As Collier observes, this universal theistic perspective has of course supported particular regional variations on a theme in each of the great world religions:


Some people who believe that the soul survives death do believe this on the grounds of what they believe the soul to be, namely a distinct substance, intrinsically independent of the body and therefore naturally free from the vicissitudes of the body such as death; and so immortal. This is the view of Plato and Descartes. But one may believe in life after death without holding such a view: for most Christians, life after death is seen as a special gift of God, not a natural quality of the soul. One may then agree with Aristotle that the soul is the form of the body. One may take this to imply that there can be no soul without some body of which it is the form. One may deny that the soul can be separated from all bodies, but assert that it can be united to one body at one time and another at another, just as I am the same person — have the same soul or mind — as I was seven years ago, though all the atoms in my body have been replaced over that period.99



On the one hand, in the Judaeo-Christian tradition, the transmigration of souls is understood in terms of the concept of ‘resurrection’. On the other hand, in the Buddhist and Hindu traditions, the transmigration of souls is understood in terms of the concept of ‘reincarnation’. I will now consider the alternative positions in the order presented above.

As Collier points out, there have been ‘three different metaphysical positions behind the Judaeo-Christian doctrine [of resurrection]’. The first is the ‘Platonist/Cartesian one that the soul is a separate substance from the body and is naturally immortal; at death it leaves the body and goes to heaven or hell or purgatory; at the resurrection on the last day it is reunited with the body’. The second one ‘is that the soul cannot exist in separation from the body — it is not that kind of thing. But it lives after death in a resurrection body’. As Collier tells it, there are two versions of this second doctrine (i.e. the necessary connectivity of the soul with some kind of body) in Christianity. ‘Some sects have held that from death until the last judgement, the soul does not exist …, but revivifies the body at the resurrection, by a special miracle wrought by God.’ The other version, which Collier thinks may be derived from a certain reading of St. Paul, ‘is that at the instant of death, one is given a new body in heaven, though a body with properties different to those of the earthly one’.

Yet, as Collier points out, ‘there is an intermediate position between the view that the body and the soul are separate and the view that they cannot be’:


This view is important because it is that of Thomas Aquinas. It is that there cannot be a soul without a body, but the soul can be temporarily separated from the body, and is so between death and resurrection on the last day. In this interim, the soul is not a person in the full sense, but it exists and enjoys heaven or endures hell or purgatory. There can be no literal pains in hell, because pains presuppose a body, only the frustration of the evil will. But all along the soul has got a body, lying in the cemetery waiting to be united in the soul at the resurrection. 100



There are, in my view, fundamental problems with each of these alternative formulations of the ‘resurrected soul’. First, the concept of the soul in each lacks conceptual precision. Collier suggests that in the Aristotelian and Christian and Cartesian traditions, soul and mind are virtually equivalent terms. Souls are minds and minds are souls. They are not different entities. Theists deploy the term ‘soul’ because this indicates the immortality of mind, its transcendence after organic death of a particular finite body (or all finite bodies), whereas those who prefer the term ‘mind’ (but not ‘soul’) do not accept that consciousness survives the death of a finite body or bodies.101 However, this is to invest in the concept of soul a coherent meaning that I am unconvinced exists.

Mind refers us to the complex of powers reducible to or emergent from the human brain and CNS, and these powers include those of self and personal identity. But the essence of mind is not ‘higher spirit’ (truth, morality, beauty, goodness), which is what soul (as godstuff) is supposed to be. Soul is supposed to be immortal, because it is godstuff secreted in the finite organic parcel; so its essence is therefore God. This being the case, it is unclear whether in Christian theology, or in popular Christian consciousness, mind and soul are the same thing. Do evil people possess a soul or not? Does their evil destroy their souls? If evil people do possess souls, this seems self-contradictory, for, by definition, a corrupted or sullied soul would appear to be no soul at all. Otherwise, their evil would be the result of their non-possession of a soul. If so, why do some possess souls and others not? Yet Christianity recognizes souls that are morally imperfect, since these do their time in purgatory, or else are consigned to hellfire.

Second, the dualistic version of the resurrected soul (i.e. Platonist/Cartesian notion of the separation of body and spirit), preferred by many Christian theologians, is undone by the inherent conceptual problem of explaining why it is necessary for mind to be afflicted with the burden of matter. After all, if souls can survive independently of bodies, why is it necessary for us to start off our lives with bodies? By positing the soul’s bodiless existence, furthermore, this doctrine also renders the purpose of reuniting the soul with the body on resurrection day a mystery. As Collier points out, the Alexandrian Church Fathers even adopt the idea of Hellenistic philosophy that a good life is like death in freeing the soul from the body, which makes the ultimate goal of resurrection look very odd indeed: if the soul cannot wait to get free of the body, why lumber it [on Judgement Day] with another one?’102 Here there is also the problem of explaining the torment in hellfire of the wicked. Since hellfire is generally represented in (theological and popular) Christianity as the eternal torture of some entity that is capable of experiencing physical pain, this would seem to presuppose some kind of sensory body.

Third, both versions of the non-dualistic account of the resurrected soul (as being dependent on the existence of some kind of body after the death of the individual organism that once carried it) also lack coherence. These are purely assertive, insofar as they offer no rational causal explanation of how the purported non-dualistic relations between mind (soul) and body hold true after the death of the finite individual human organism that was previously the container or carrier of this consciousness. The version of non-dualism apparently recommended by St Paul, which Collier suggests is defensible (because he thinks it is consistent with the SEPM of CR Bhaskar), which is that God generates a new ‘resurrection’ body for the soul at the moment of the death of the earthly flesh-and-blood body, in fact faces insuperable difficulties. Of course, it is possible that new bodies are magicked into existence to house the soul of those mortal earth-bound bodies that have perished. But that does nothing to establish either the plausibility or persuasiveness of this formulation.

But another difficulty with Collier’s ‘solution’ is that the meaning he wishes to attribute to St Paul’s ‘theory’ of the relationship between soul and body after death is far from being the only (or even necessarily the best) interpretation that may be gleaned from the relevant sources. Here is the passage from the New Testament upon which Collier bases his interpretation:


For we know that if our earthly house of this tabernacle were dissolved, we have a building of God, a house not made with hands, eternal in the heavens. For in this we groan, earnestly desiring to be clothed upon with our house which is from heaven: if so be that being clothed, we shall not be found naked. For we that are in this tabernacle do groan, being burdened: not that we should be unclothed, but clothed upon, that mortality might be swallowed up of life … Therefore we are always confident, knowing that whilst we are at home in the body, we are absent from the Lord … willing rather to be absent from the body, and to be present with the Lord.103



Now, it is of course possible to attribute Collier’s non-dualistic meaning to the above passage. But it is not clear whether this is a plausible or persuasive interpretation. The problem is that clothes and houses are not good metaphors for bodies. On the earthly terrain, we can live without houses, but not bodies; and we can step out of our clothes, but as far as I know there is no evidence that we can step out of our bodies. Thus, if houses and clothes are of the same status as our bodies, on Collier’s interpretation, this actually supports the view of mind or soul as a distinct entity detachable from a body (hence the dualistic view). From a dualistic interpretation, which seems a more plausible reading of the above gospel to me, the unclothed soul is still a soul, just as the unclothed body is still a body. If we are capable of ‘groaning’ in the absence of heavenly clothing, as in the absence of earthly clothing, this presupposes an independent subject capable of lamenting its own state of undress. So it seems to me that St Paul is not stating that we cannot exist without bodies (whether earthly or heavenly bodies): only that as material beings we are naked without earthly shelter, whereas as spiritual beings we are naked without God’s shelter.

The alternative non-dualistic doctrine — that the soul necessarily has a body, so that the soul on the death of the earthly organic body ceases to exist until the Final Judgement — is even less compelling than St. Paul’s version. Here, in order to evade the idea that a soul can exist without a body, it is necessary to postulate its non-existence before resurrection, whereupon it is reunited by God with its revivified body. Now a non-existent soul cannot have a body, that is true, but how is it possible for a soul to pass from a state of ‘non-existence’ to a state of ‘existence’? The answer: by virtue of a ‘miracle’ of God. How is the body ‘revivified’? Again, the answer: by virtue of a ‘miracle’ of God. But I have suggested that ‘something out of nothing’ is simply a contradiction in terms. And our scientific knowledge of the brain-CNS-mind complex provides no theoretical or empirical support for the idea that individual consciousness survives the death of the individual organism. There is also the familiar problem of providing a rational explanation of why this particular method of delivery of the miraculous is preferred over others that are equally imaginable (e.g. creation of a new resurrection body or indefinite suspension of the necessity of the soul to be attached to a body).

Miracles (in the sense of events that are contrary to natural necessity rather than simply events that our limited knowledge of natural necessity ensures we cannot yet explain) cannot be ruled out, of course, because science and reason are cosmically incapable of absolutely refuting such possibilities. Of course, it would be possible for an omnipotent God to violate the laws of logic, and suspend the laws of nature, if he so chose. But this begs the question of the reality of God, which is equally unfounded in philosophy and science. Nonetheless, postulating miraculous events (such as God willing the non-existent soul into existence in a reanimated body on Judgement Day) does not get us anywhere much, since that is a substitute for reasoned explanation, based on the absence of knowledge that would account for the possibility of what is asserted as true. By definition, miracles, as abrogations of natural laws, are outside the limits of rational human assertability. Appeals to the absolute and the miraculous are thus, as I have suggested beforehand, inherently intellectually lazy, and therefore a disincentive to the acquisition of rational empirical knowledge.

Finally, the least compelling account of the resurrection of souls is the one (outlined by Aquinas) which attempts a compromise between the dualistic and non-dualistic versions. This is the idea that the soul and the body are necessarily connected, but that a soul may be temporarily separated from its body (by virtue of God’s will), thereby existing as a kind of half-life until reunited with its original body at the resurrection. Collier rightly describes this ‘as a compromise formation between the Platonic dualism in which the Church Fathers were steeped, Aristotle’s hylomorphism (the form-matter analysis), and Biblical non-dualism’. For Collier, this thesis is ‘surprising’. ‘Fantastic’ would be a better judgement, on the grounds that, as Collier suggests,


it is difficult to see how a conception of the soul on which it must have a body can sustain the idea of its separability from the body; even if it needs a body only because, in the form-matter theory, matter is the principle of individuation, it is difficult to see how a soul in heaven can be individuated by a body lying in the cemetery.



How is it that consciousness can be sustained in isolation from a body? How can a dead and decomposing body be the seat of a living consciousness? What of the body that is cremated or has rotted into dust? How much of the body is needed for the soul to persist? These are the sorts of questions that this formulation begs, and which cannot be sensibly answered. But let us escape the force of these questions by concluding that it is simply miraculous. In that case, there is another question. Why should the ‘miracle’ of resurrection take this especially odd and convoluted form? One ‘miracle’, after all, is as good as another. Collier describes such sceptical cases as ‘silly arguments’ against resurrection. But if, as he says, the views of one of the greatest of Christian theologians (Aquinas) are ‘vulnerable’ to such counter-examples, it follows that they are not silly, only that to which they are applied. The fact that such absurd formulations have been dreamt up by some of the best theological minds in the business is perhaps indicative of the inherent logical difficulty of giving a sensible account of the possibility of resurrection.

The other great tradition of cross-body identity of soul in the world religions is that of reincarnation (endorsed not simply by Buddhism and Hinduism but also by Plato and his followers). Here, Collier suggests that a particular non-dualistic understanding of this is philosophically defensible. Basing his interpretation on a third-century Buddhist text, The Questions of King Milinda, Collier concludes that, on the non-dualistic version, ‘one’s character (karma) is transferred from one body to another, but there is no separately existing being which is transferred. Hence one is not committed to belief in a substantial soul’, i.e. the soul as a separate substance from a body.104 Collier points out that there are also dualistic versions of the doctrine of reincarnation, including Plato’s, and perhaps these have been the more popular in Hinduism and Buddhism. For this reason,


popular superstitious Buddhism, like popular superstitious Christianity, includes all sorts of sadistic speculations about souls being tortured in hell, presumably in between lives. These presuppose a soul existing unbodied between lives, although how an unbodied soul can be burned in fire and eaten by ‘needle-mouthed creatures’ is another question.105



However, accepting the non-dualistic version of the reincarnation-concept (which, as in Christianity, would at least be consistent with the idea of hellfire as bodily torment), is to get embroiled in the range of other conceptual difficulties that I have attributed to the non-dualistic versions of resurrection. The problems here are identical.

Now Collier, a self-professed Christian and Marxist, as well as CR philosopher, wishes to assert the rational possibility of one of the above conceptions of resurrection. This is the non-dualistic view of St Paul that souls require bodies, and that at the moment of death of the organic body humans acquire a new heavenly body. Why is he committed to non-dualism? It is because Collier recognizes the explanatory power of Bhaskar’s SEPM, which was the ontological foundation of his CR philosophy of science. Collier thinks that SEPM is true, or at least ‘regionally true’ of ‘fallen nature’.106 Therefore, he wishes to affirm the non-dualistic view of the dependence of soul on a body, because he thinks this is at least consistent with SEPM (on the natural plane), which would insist that mind-states are ontologically dependent on brain-states. But are the two positions (SEPM and Christian non-dualism) compatible? I think not. SEPM is an ontology of being, that, by asserting the unilateral dependence of mind on matter, would also assert that particular kinds of bodies (organic material bodies) constitute the necessary seat of human consciousness. This is not the position of St Paul’s non-dualism of body and soul, even if we accept that Collier’s interpretation is correct (i.e. that it really is non-dualism), for whom there is no necessity for the after-death body to be an organic-material one (and, if it were, it would not be immortal). In any case, if SEPM is correct that mindedness is a product of matter, there is no room for the God-concept, which is the source of the soul-concept.

Collier’s defence of the reality of the immortal soul (and of the position that this soul transmigrates by means of resurrection and/or reincarnation), if understood non-dualistically, is based upon his CR philosophy. The fact that CR philosophy endorses both ontological intransitivity and epistemic transitivity ensures that knowledge-claims are always fallible yet may be more-or-less judgementally rational. Reality is objective, independent of our views or conceptions of it, and conditions the manner of our rational appropriation of it, but our knowledge-claims are always provisional, incomplete, or inexact, by virtue of the fact that ontological questions are never exhausted by epistemological ones. Starting on these CR grounds, Collier is able to assert the judgemental rationality of postulating the reality of transmigratory immortal souls. Against the philosophical view that continuity of consciousness (which is indispensable to self and personal identity) is dependent on a persisting single body, Collier offers the following counter-argument. I will quote him at length:


Some philosophers believe that there are problems about the identity of the soul across more than one body which do not arise in the case of the change of matter in the body. This is the fallacy of assuming that questions of identity are settled by criteria of identity. The most readily applicable criteria of my identity now at fifty six with myself at forty nine is my spatio-temporal continuity over the period 1993–2000. In the case of the transfer of a soul from one body to another, this criterion is inoperative. But that criterion does not give the meaning of identity statements. Neither does any other criterion or the totality of criteria. It could be true that person A is identical with person B although there are no criteria available at all. Of course we could not then know that A = B. But it could be true. Identity is an ontological question, and ontological questions cannot be reduced to epistemic questions. If in fact it is the case that A = B, then there will very likely (though not necessarily) be criteria by which we can detect this, but no one criterion can be definitive, the meaning of the identity statement is not tied to any criterion, and no criterion is infallible. Criteria like memory and continuity of character can be evidence of identity of soul across bodies, though not conclusive evidence. But neither is my bodily continuity from 1993–2000 conclusive evidence that I have the same soul, or am the same person. If all my memories and character had continuity, not with those associated with my body in 1993, but with someone else’s at that time, and their body now had the memories and character that my body used to have, then we might want to say that we had swapped souls. Of course, this sort of thing does not happen. It is because it does not happen that bodily continuity through space and time is such a useful criterion of identity of soul. But it is always a mistake to argue from what always happens, via what concepts mean, to what (logically) must happen.107



This whole construction is rather fishy. As Jamie Morgan remarks, ‘the statement that the soul may be compatible with reincarnation or resurrection begs the empirical question of establishing mechanisms of transference or transmission and also, in a categorial sense, whether transmission is an emergent property of a material mechanism or, as an empirically establishable counterintuitive possibility flowing from Collier’s own defence of the soul’.108 Yes, of course, CR rightly teaches us that ontological questions cannot be reduced to epistemological questions, because our knowledge of reality does not mirror the totality of things. But this should not mean that, for certain kinds of knowledge-claims (i.e. theistic ones), evidential criteria go out of the window, on the grounds that this is always inconclusive. This is just unscientific. If this perspective were taken seriously, there would have been no progress in empirical scientific knowledge. Rational knowledge must possess more than internal logical coherence and the capacity to demonstrate rational possibilities. As Morgan has put it, establishing an idea (God and the immortal soul) as plausible (in the sense of feasible) does not establish its persuasiveness. Affirming the contrary is a fundamental weakness of the ‘spiritual turn’ of CR, and of theism more generally. Possibilities (such as the view that the continuity of identity of a particular mind and body in space and time does not rule out that this is ontologically essential) are not necessarily existents; nor is the rational possibility of something existing an argument for supposing it definitely or even probably does exist.

Rational knowledge is internally coherent and capable of conceptual development, and it involves bold conjectures. But it also depends on the systematic checking of concepts and theories against evidential criteria. It must also possess a theory-base, grounded in a research programme, that is both consistent with the relevant evidential data and methods (i.e. resists empirical disconfirmation) and that predicts novel phenomena. And, finally, it must be engaged in rational debate with rival research traditions over the meaning of methods, ideas and evidence as applied to disputed objects. From this perspective, the empirical correlation of particular minds with specific bodies across space and time, and the lack of evidence that particular minds can swap their ‘own’ bodies for others, is evidential support for the theory that (1) mind is necessarily a property of a body, and (2) particular (i.e. individual) minds are necessarily connected to their specific (i.e. individual) bodies.

This is not proof of the theory, but it is supportive evidence for the theory, and therefore provides rational grounds for asserting it to be (provisionally) true. Of course, since this is merely an ‘observational theory’, which does not explain why or how the observed relationships hold, it does not get us very far. First-order (observational) theories then have to be supported by second-order (explanatory) theories, since rational practical knowledge is the synthesis of the empirical and the conceptual. Fortunately, however, the sciences of neurophysiology and neurobiology do provide concepts and theories that account for the observed relationships. Here there is consensus on fundamentals: mind is (1) a product of biological evolution, of organic matter of a certain level of structure (organized as big brain and complex CNS), and (2) the seat of individual consciousness is therefore the structure of the particular embodied brain-CNS complex that supports or carries it.

By contrast, the alternative views, that (1) mind is an immaterial substance, and so is not necessarily attached to any body, and (2) that particular finite minds are not necessarily attached to particular finite bodies, has no publicly verifiable evidential support-base whatsoever. It does not even have much support in the sense of subjective experience: few people, not even the religious-minded, who believe in the transmigration of souls, can claim experience of swapping bodies in a particular life-cycle, or of reincarnation in another (and those who do have not usually made a compelling case and have often warranted clinical intervention). Nor are we inundated with souls returning from the afterlife (complete with the new bodies God has kindly provided until Judgement Day), thus confirming the reality of mind transcending its local, finite material forms. Such a view is, I suggest, a mere philosophical abstraction, the purpose of which is to grant one purely speculative idea (the immortal soul) the status of objective knowledge, in order to bolster another purely speculative concept (God), and of course vice versa.

Materialist dialectics

So far I have demonstrated that absolute idealism (theism) cannot rationally be legitimated by the methods of realist agnosticism and is saddled with a host of additional conceptual and logical (and I might add ethical) problems. This establishes the ‘negative’ case for endorsing some kind of ontological materialism as the philosophical foundation for social theory. But which kind? Elsewhere I have argued at length the case for ‘emergentist materialism’ — a synthesis of the materialist dialectics of the classical Marxist tradition and the depth realism of Bhaskar’s CR philosophy of science.109 I will now briefly recapitulate these arguments.

Marx himself is unambiguous that materialist dialectic is the Marxist method, because it ‘is in its very essence critical and revolutionary’:


In its rational form it is a scandal and an abomination to the bourgeoisie and its doctrinaire spokesmen, because it includes in its positive understanding of what exists a simultaneous recognition of its negation, its inevitable destruction; because it regards every historically developed form as being in a fluid state, in motion, and therefore grasps its transient aspect as well; and because it does not let itself be impressed by anything.110



Marx, of course, did not pioneer modern dialectical philosophy. Rather, the founder of modern dialectics was the great German rationalist philosopher Georg Hegel.111 As is well known, Marx was impressed by Hegel’s methodology (dialectics), but rather less impressed by his system of ideas (ontology). At the risk of gross over-simplification, according to Marx, Hegel’s system was untenable, because, rooted in a theological conception of reality, it posited ideas (‘world spirit’, or Geist) as the driving force of history, both in society and nature, whereas for Marx, ideas were the products of the natural and social worlds. For Marx, Hegel’s ontology, objective idealism, led his dialectics into error.

However, Marx himself never found the time ‘to make accessible to the ordinary human intelligence, in two or three printers sheets, what is rational in the method which Hegel discovered but at the same time enveloped in mysticism’. Instead, we are left with his suggestive assertion that Hegel’s dialectic requires ‘inverting’ to rescue its ‘rational kernel’ from its ‘mystical shell’:


My dialectical method is, in its foundations, not only different from the Hegelian, but exactly opposite to it. For Hegel, the process of thinking, which he even transforms into an independent subject, under the name of ‘the Idea’, is the creator of the real world, and the real world is only the external appearance of the idea. With me the reverse is true: the ideal is nothing but the material world reflected in the mind of man, and translated into forms of thought.112



Now, I would argue that an adequate understanding of the dialectic developed by Marx and Engels, including especially its points of contact and departure from Hegel, can be gleaned from a close textual reading of their core theoretical writings. On this basis, what seems uncontentious is that the ‘rational core’ of Hegel’s dialectic, for the classical Marxists, is the fundamental principles of totality, mediation, transformative change and contradiction, which constitute the methodological foundations of the Hegelian system.113 Certainly, these can be seen at work in the methodological framework that informs all of Marx and Engels’s theoretical positions and specific explanatory hypotheses.114

A single example will, unfortunately, have to suffice. Consider Marx and Engels’s ‘dialectic of labour’. The basic theoretical structure of Hegel’s dialectic is clearly visible in Marx and Engels’s ‘dialectic of labour’, since the core Hegelian concepts of ‘totality’, ‘mediation’ and ‘contradiction’ are central to the analysis. On the one hand, Marx argues that the relationship between human beings and their sensuous physical environment has to be grasped as a contradictory totality, a unity of opposites. The unity is derived from the fact that nature is the ‘inorganic body’ of human thought and action, with which human beings ‘must remain in continual interchange’ if they ‘are not to die’, humanity being ‘a part of nature’. The opposition is derived from the fact that although human consciousness is a product of nature, it is nonetheless a qualitatively distinct part of nature (by virtue of its power to reflect upon and transform nature in the service of human needs), and because it must still encounter the world as an objective power, as a set of circumstances which confront and constrain thought and action from without. On the other hand, this contradictory totality, this unity of opposites, which constitutes the relationship between human subjects and objective conditions, is a dynamic one, in continual interaction and development. This is because collaborative labour on the material world, in the service of human needs and interests, mediates the two poles, bringing thought into closer correspondence with reality, combining materiality and consciousness as practice, and thereby transcending, without harmonizing, the abstract polarities represented by both sides of the existential contradiction.

Now Engels famously distilled from Hegel ‘three laws’ of dialectic: (1) the ‘unity and interpenetration of opposites’, (2) the ‘transformation of quantity into quality’, and (3) the ‘negation of the negation’.115

(1) Unity and interpenetration of opposites. The basic idea here is that objects or structures are unitary wholes composed of heterogeneous parts, which are set in motion or which undergo transformative change, either by virtue of the interactions of these internally diverse elements, or by being acted upon by conflicting forces or pressures from without.

(2) Negation of the negation. This concept is closely related to the unity and interpenetration of opposites, and is perhaps best seen as a more concrete specification of how it works in special circumstances. For whereas Engels’ stress on the unity-in-difference of specific systems or totalities is designed to show how ‘things maintain their … identity in the face of external impulses, effects and pressures to change’,116 the primary function of the negation of the negation concept is to distinguish between those structures or objects that have the capacity to resist their own negation by negating forces or pressures and those which do not. Thus, the negation of the negation denotes systems whose identity and dynamics are simultaneously dependent on self-negating mechanisms or states internal to themselves, and/or systems which can negate external negating pressures by converting these into impulses for internally generated change or development (e.g. organisms, ecosystems and societies).

(3) Transformation of quantity into quality. By this concept, Engels has in mind the theorem that ‘in nature, in a manner exactly fixed for each individual case, qualitative changes can only occur by the quantitative addition or quantitative subtraction of matter in motion (so-called energy)’:


Thus the temperature of water is, in the first place, a point of no consequence in respect to its liquidity; still with the increase or diminution of the temperature of liquid water, there comes a state where this state of cohesion alters and the water is converted into steam or ice. Similarly, a definite minimum current strength is required to cause the platinum wire of an electric incandescent lamp to glow; and every metal has its temperature of incandescence and fusion, every liquid has a definite freezing and boiling point at a given pressure … also every gas has its critical point at which it can be liquefied by pressure and cooling … The sphere, however, in which the law of nature discovered by Hegel celebrates its most important triumphs is that of chemistry. Chemistry can be termed the science of the qualitative changes of bodies as a result of changed quantitative composition … [For example] … in the case of oxygen: if three atoms unite into a single molecule, instead of the usual two, we get ozone, a body which is very considerably different from ordinary oxygen in its odour and reactions. And indeed the various proportions in which oxygen combines with nitrogen or sulphur, each of which produces a substance qualitatively different from any of the others.117



For Hegel, Engels argues, these ‘laws’ are ways of specifying how dialectical processes unfold, though these concepts are not the only acceptable way of doing so, because not every dialectical process will fit the pattern they outline. Now there can be little doubt that the classical Marxists adopt these basic analytical tools of Hegel’s dialectic, though again without assuming these capture or exhaust every dialectical process at work in the world. Nonetheless, it is important to understand that they do so, not as a mechanical or deterministic formula adopted prior to research, into which real world processes have to be fitted, as tended to be the case with Hegel, but rather as elements of an explanatory framework based on the findings or knowledge of empirical science, which is also of practical efficacy in interpreting and organizing research data. As Engels puts it,


there is no question of building the laws of dialectics into nature … in every field of science, in natural as well as in historical science, one must proceed from the given facts … the interconnections are not to be built into the facts but to be discovered from them, and when discovered to be verified as far as possible by experiment.118



This is one sense in which the Marxist dialectic can be legitimately said to invert the Hegelian. Because Hegel’s dialectic is a conceptual dialectic, in which contradictions arise from the limitations of human consciousness as it struggles to apprehend the world, and in which contradictions are eventually dissolved as thought finally appropriates the world as its own mirror, as identical to itself, as simply the ‘other side’ of Absolute Spirit or Reason, it is unsurprising that his dialectical concepts are emancipated from the disciplines of empirical testing and the possibility of refutation by scientific knowledge.119 Instead, Hegel’s dialectic unfolds at the height of philosophical abstraction, presenting properties or objects of the material world as more or less developed forms of the general abstract concepts that are applied to them.

Thus Hegel’s dialectic does reveal the contradictions that exist in categories and conceptual thought, for example the false consciousness of the servant of his own relationship to his master, articulated in Hegel’s famous ‘master-slave dialectic’.120 But these conceptual contradictions are never related to contradictions built into the structures of material and social reality, nor are they seen as expressions of these real world contradictions. The latter have no real autonomy from thought. Instead, contradictions emerge from partial or distorted understandings of social relationships. They are the products of alienated consciousness. It will be recalled that Hegel’s ‘master-slave dialectic’ is resolved when the servant understands that his master is dependent on him, rather than vice versa (because the servant produces both his own and his master’s existence, his master living only through the servant’s labour), thereby overcoming his alienation. In this understanding, material reality (in this case the labour of the servant to produce his own and his master’s subsistence) exists only as the middle term of the dialectic, which mediates between two different states of consciousness, lower alienated consciousness and higher unalienated consciousness. The objective social relationship between master and servant is unchanged at the end of the process (the master is still parasitic on the labour of the servant), but now the servant understands that his master is dependent on him and not vice versa, and has thus freed himself from servile thinking.

In contrast to this idealist method, Marx and Engels insist that their ‘point of departure’ is the material world, the object and instrument of human labour, from which all forms of consciousness are derived. Concepts are the product of real conditions, shaped by existential contradictions, even if they have to be abstracted from their objects, subjected to rational procedures of scientific testing, and then reapplied to their objects in the form of more sophisticated concepts, if they are to apprehend the nature of real world processes or structures. There is a unity between subjective and objective dialectics, not a simple identity.121 Further, because contradictions exist outside consciousness, indeed account for the contradictions in consciousness, existing in their own right in the structures of society and nature, it follows that these cannot be dissolved in thought. On the contrary, contradictions in nature unfold independently of thought via the struggle of real material oppositions, whereas contradictions in society unfold through the struggles of real social forces, not simply or primarily through the clash of ideas. For the classical Marxists, then, consciousness is not the first and last term of the dialectic, but its mediating middle term. And this middle term is understood not as abstract Reason, but as conscious collaborative labour in the sensuous world, in the service of human needs and wants.122

This understanding allows us to grasp the manner in which Marx and Engels apply Hegel’s ‘three laws’ of the dialectic in their own studies. In Hegel, these unfold in a deterministic fashion, as a simple concept inevitably begets a more refined concept, which contains and transcends the simpler one, and so on, until the Idea is evolved into self-consciousness of the Absolute (the common rational structure of thought and the material world which Hegel understands as Absolute Spirit). And in Hegel, furthermore, the historical process by which Spirit discovers or even constructs the world as its own creation is essentially teleological, since the self-reconciliation of Spirit at the final stage of the dialectic is immanent in its beginning, and is the goal to which history inevitably gravitates, since this unfolds by virtue of logical necessity, as would a sequence of self-generating concepts. For classical Marxism, by contrast, neither the transformation of quantity into quality, nor the negation of the negation, can be interpreted as teleological laws of necessity, of absolute determinism, whether in social or natural systems.

This interpretation of the dialectic follows from its ‘inversion’, its transformation from an idealist to a materialist dialectic. For change is now grasped as the collision of social or physical oppositions, without the certainty that a specific resultant or fixed end-state must follow from initial causes or conditions, in advance of the developmental process itself, as would the conclusion of a problem in logic from its initial premises. This is equally true of physical systems. In both cases, the process of the transformation of quantity into quality, i.e. the development of structural forms by means of internal contradictions, does not inevitably resolve itself in the negation of the negation (the successive transcendence of lower by higher systems which nonetheless preserve in a modified form elements or properties of the lower).

In society, on the one hand, thoroughgoing change occurs only when subordinate social classes decisively defeat entrenched elites in open class warfare and remodel social relations in their own image. Social crises are inevitable, because structural and social malintegration is inevitable given the dialectical nature of class societies, but not the outcome of the class struggle itself, not least because subjective factors (leadership, ideology, consciousness, organization) are as indispensable to change as objective factors, even if the weight of these objective factors (recurring organic social crises, etc.) renders radical change a probable outcome in the longer run. For these reasons, Engels argues against using the ‘negation of the negation’ concept as ‘a mere proof producing statement’, as a substitute for empirical study, and hence as a statement of the inevitability of capitalist collapse and socialist reconstruction.

In nature, on the other hand, although the evolutionary development of matter is a law-governed process, even here the laws are not mechanical, and nor is the determinism absolute. Again, Engels argues against this kind of absolutist and teleological determinism in natural or physical systems, and he is right to do so. In recent years, of course, important developments in the ‘sciences of complexity’ (quantum mechanics, thermodynamics and chaos theory) have struck a blow against determinism. For these have revealed the existence of probalistic, not deterministic, laws of nature (at the subatomic level), of random or unpredictable behaviour in physical systems under certain circumstances (within determinate limits) at higher scales of nature, and of the coexistence of and continuous transmission between orderly, deterministic behaviour and chaotic or probalistic behaviour at different strata of reality. Overall, it now seems that a determinate range of outcomes and pathways and behaviours are often possible for a non-linear physical system from the same initial boundary conditions, even if some pathways and outcomes are radically more probable or necessary than others.

I have argued previously that the core concepts of Bhaskar’s philosophical realism (i.e. stratification, rootedness and emergence), plus the transcendental method of argument from scientific practice to the nature of the world by which Bhaskar establishes these concepts, are indispensable to the articulation of a defensible anti-reductive materialist ontology of being.123 Consequently, what I have proposed is not that materialist dialectics supplant depth realism, or obviously that depth realism supplants materialist dialectics, but rather that the best elements of each be combined in a new synthesis. This synthesis is necessary for reasons articulated in this chapter. Here I have argued that, despite its strengths, CR is by itself insufficient to ‘under-labour’ the human sciences, for the simple reason that ‘realism’ as such is non-committal in relation to the fundamental question of which strata of reality are basic to or emergent from which, and this applies as much to the stratification of nature as to that of society. Instead, this becomes a matter for individuals to decide on other grounds, specifically on the basis of whether ontologically they are materialists or idealists, or have conceived some kind of uneasy or unstable compromise between these unmixables, such as that articulated by dualism.

As we have seen, the belief of some philosophers that ‘realism’ is preferable to ‘materialism’ in ontological matters is based on their assumption that scientific knowledge can neither establish the unreality of God, nor ‘rule out’ the possibility that such an ‘ultimatum’ is responsible for the ‘micro constituents’ of the material universe, and the laws of their interaction from which a hierarchy of material strata and their immaterial emergents have developed historically. Thus, for the realist agnostic, ontological realism is more appropriate than ontological materialism, because all we can say for certain is that both ‘mind’ and ‘matter’ are real and efficacious, that human consciousness exists only in association with a particular organization of organic matter, and that nature is stratified. Philosophers and scientists can then plump either for idealism or materialism on the ‘ultimate question’ of the meaning of existence, secure in the knowledge that a scientifically informed ontology cannot settle the matter definitively. Traditionally, of course, religionists have opted for idealism, on grounds of ‘faith’, ‘intuition’, ‘divine revelation’, ‘transcendental experience’, and suchlike.

I have argued in this chapter that ‘realist agnosticism’ is unwarranted, since this ontological position is no more reasonable or plausible than idealist speculative appeals to a ‘first cause’ of nature (transformed into infallible theistic knowledge). After all, like idealism, this too is based on the necessarily provisional nature of scientific knowledge, meaning that its warranty (like idealism) is also a negative, ignorance, rather than a positive, the knowledge empirical science has given us about the universe. To claim the contrary is precisely to provide legitimatization for the attitude of religionists that ‘in order to explain something which is understood not very well’ (the ‘origin’ of the universe), it is necessary to attribute its causation or essence to something else (God), ‘which is understood not at all’.124 But ignorance is no more an argument for ‘open-mindedness’, on the question of the ‘ultimate constituents’ of nature, than it is for the existence of God or some equivalent (e.g. Bhaskar’s ‘ultimatum’). Moreover, as I have argued, the ‘agnostic attitude’ logically functions — if we take it seriously — as a barrier to the acquisition of rational knowledge about the universe.

This means that the fundamental problem with ‘realism’ as ontology, as I see it, is that it is over-plastic. This renders it attractive to all comers. But, although realist agnosticism appears to be a model of liberal ‘open-mindedness’, in reality it merely fudges the real issue. For under the guise of the unavoidable imperfection of science, it arbitrarily withholds ontological significance from those findings of the sciences that unambiguously show that the highest strata of nature — mind, rationality, conceptuality, self-consciousness, etc. — are emergent from the lower-order structures of material reality. Yet, if to the best of our scientific knowledge, material strata are basic to ideational strata, there is no sense in denying this knowledge meta-ontological signification. Failing this, ontology becomes an imposition on the facts, rather than a generalization from the facts. This means that the failure of philosophical realism to identify itself as ‘emergentist materialism’ is an unnecessary concession to idealism.

But perhaps another important reason which explains this preference of many for realism over materialism in the contemporary philosophy of science is that the latter has traditionally been associated with reductive-mechanical outlooks in both the physical and human-social sciences, and obviously critical realists do not wish to be found guilty of the same errors by terminological association. Yet an ‘emergentist’ materialism, such as that endorsed in practice by Bhaskar prior to his ‘spiritual turn’, is not in the least bit vulnerable to a micro-regress of higher-order strata and attendant sciences to lower-order ones. Instead, as I have suggested beforehand, identifying CR as Bhaskar’s SEPM has the positive advantage of undermining the rational basis of both vulgar materialism (the view that the objects of the human and social sciences are ‘translatable’ into the objects of the biological and physico-chemical sciences) and ‘shamefaced’ idealism (the postulation of a spiritualist ‘prime cause’ in accounting for the universe). This is one of the great virtues of dialectical materialism. From its inception in the work of Engels, this has been an ontological approach that has explicitly acknowledged the falsity of these abstract dualisms. Thus, dialectical materialism is important because it is precisely a form of anti-reductive materialism, and as such suffers from none of the ambiguities associated with philosophical realism.

So a consistent and thoroughgoing realist philosophy of being must be an ontological materialism informed by emergentism. But perhaps those allegiants of philosophical realism who accept that their approach is indeed ‘materialistic’ or ‘naturalistic’ might still object to my critique on other grounds. One obvious candidate springs to mind. This is that Marxian dialectical materialism is not an emergentist ontology at all, or at least not a successful one, hamstrung as it is by concepts that are vague, misleading or plain wrong. From this point of view, CR has no need of any kind of dialogue or encounter with dialectical materialism, only of a change of title to something less neutral and more appropriate.

Now my response to this (hypothetical) argument is to suggest that certain of the basic concepts of dialectical Marxist philosophy are neither misleading nor false, though some of them are difficult by necessity because they are designed to capture a reality which is itself ambiguous because it is dialectical and fluid rather than functional and static. On the contrary, these concepts remain valid and necessary. There are three basic reasons for this.

First, dialectical concepts are in fact explicit descriptions of the reality of stratification and emergence, though expressed in a different philosophical vocabulary to that favoured by contemporary CR scholars. As Ted Benton rightly points out:


Engels proposes a hierarchy of ‘forms of motion’ with transitions one to the other. … The different domains of the universe are constituted by levels in the hierarchy of complexity of laws of motion.125



This stratification of the world ensures that the sciences must also be arranged hierarchically and treated as irreducible to each other. This is for the simple reason that at each level of organization or interaction of matter, those laws operative at lower levels are ‘subsumed’ or ‘pushed into the background by other, higher laws’, which themselves constitute ‘a leap, a decisive change’. As Engels himself puts it:


If I term physics the mechanics of molecules, chemistry the physics of atoms, and furthermore biology the chemistry of albumens, I wish thereby to express the passing of any of these sciences into one of the others, hence both the connection, the continuity, and the distinction, the discrete separation.126



Second, and more importantly, such concepts are as reasonable a way as any of capturing in the most general terms the reality of the world as a ‘differentiated totality’. As Benton argues:


What is involved here is a kind of natural scientific ontology of nature as a unified, though internally structured and differentiated whole, which Engels regards as preferable to the ontology implicit in mechanical reductionism. … Engels’ ontology is the product of philosophical reflection on what is presupposed by the recent development of the sciences. The convergence, the realignment of whole fields of theory that had previously developed separately (organic/inorganic chemistry, mechanics/ theory of heat, etc.) is unintelligible, as is the replacement of one theory by another within the same specialism, unless these different fields of theoretical discourse are apprehended as so many attempts at knowledge of a unitary, though internally differentiated, natural universe. This unity of nature is an essential precondition for convergence of the sciences, for the repeated discovery of ‘interconnections’, whilst the differentiation of nature is implied by the discreteness and uneven historical development of the different sciences.127



Benton thus notes the ‘points of contact’ between Engels’ ontology of nature and Bhaskar’s depth realism. But he makes the further point that the latter legitimately transcends the former in one important respect:


Bhaskar’s transcendental realism argues for the philosophical legitimacy of arguments from the character of rational procedures in science (for example experimentation) to conclusions of a very general kind about the nature of the world as presupposed in the rationality of those procedures. … Engels’ scientific metaphysics includes arguments and conclusions of this general type, but it goes beyond this to represent in a unified and more-or-less coherent form a detailed ontology based on current substantive knowledge in the different sciences. Engels is here doing no more than generalising from procedures employed by scientists themselves in bringing to bear discoveries in one discipline upon controversies in an adjacent one, but this generalisation of the procedure results in a quite distinct type of theoretical structure (a ‘world-view’) and discourse.128



Finally, and most importantly of all, Engels’s dialectical concepts are successful in historicizing stratification and emergence. That is to say, they allow us to grasp the dynamics or processes through which higher-order levels of the material world develop out of lower-order levels, not as ‘radical contingencies’, but as integral aspects of a continually evolving totality of interrelated systems:


The great basic thought is that the world is not to be comprehended as a complex of ready-made things, but as a complex of processes, in which the things apparently stable … go through an uninterrupted process of becoming and passing away. … For dialectical philosophy nothing is final, absolute, sacred. It reveals the transitory nature of everything and in everything; nothing can endure before it except the uninterrupted process of becoming and passing away, of endless ascendancy from the lower to the higher. … The motion of matter is not merely crude mechanical motion, mere change of place, it is heat and light, electric and magnetic tension, chemical combination and dissociation, life and, finally, consciousness.129



This is the most controversial aspect of Engels’ dialectics of nature, for he is often taxed with endorsing a reductive teleology of higher forms from lower forms, according to which the latter necessarily give rise to the former in a linear fashion, governed by an all-encompassing ‘dialectical law’ uniformly operative at all levels of reality. But there is nothing remotely reductive about Engels’ conception. He recognizes that dialectical processes function differently for each stratum of reality. Engels does not see an identity of subjective and objective dialectics. ‘Every kind of thing … has a peculiar way of being negated in such a way that it gives rise to development, and it is just the same with every kind of conception or idea.’130

That Engels is especially insistent that the dialectic of human-social development is a radical departure from the dialectic of unreflective nature is revealed in a key passage from his Ludwig Feuerbach and the End of Classical German Philosophy:


In one point, however, the history of the development of society proves to be essentially different from that of nature. In nature — insofar as we ignore man’s reaction on nature — there are only blind, unconscious agencies acting on one another, out of whose interplay the general law comes into operation. Whatever happens … does not happen as a consciously desired aim. On the other hand, in the history of society the actors are all endowed with consciousness, are men acting with deliberation and passion, working towards definite goals; nothing happens without conscious purpose, without intended aim.131



So Engels is quite clear that dialectical processes function differently at each distinct stratum of reality. His materialist philosophy is an attempt to grapple with the idea that ‘the structure of the dialectic in society is different to that in nature — the former must take account of the development of consciousness in a way that the latter need not’.132

As for Engels’ alleged historical teleology, this kind of interpretation is based on a simple misreading of Engels’ historicization of material being. Engels obviously postulates a certain evolutionary directionality ‘from the simple to the complex’ in structural forms.133 But such a conception is manifestly non-teleological (by any reasonable definition of the term).134 Moreover, it is far from being indefensible. Such a pattern of development is certainly discernable at the biological level (the ‘ratchet’ of natural selection generating cumulative organismic specialization and enhanced survival-value). So too at the societal level: the cumulative development of the productive forces, under the stimulus of meeting and developing human needs. So too at the physico-chemical level: the view of many physical scientists today is one of ‘the inevitability and probable universality of life’, on the grounds that ‘life is a logical consequence of known chemical principles operating on the atomic composition of the universe’.135

That this latter argument is overstated (given the existence of chaotic or random behaviour and of probabilistic laws of tendency rather than absolute necessity in certain physical systems) is beside the point. At certain levels or scales of physical reality more deterministic behaviour certainly prevails (as is the case for the objects of macro physics, for example), even if this is not the universal pattern. And so it might be true that the evolution of organic life is an ‘alogorithmic process’,136 even if this is not true of the emergence of other strata (for example, the emergence of consciousness and of different forms of human social relations). Nonetheless, Engels is right to suggest that the differentiated elements of nature (physico-chemical, biological, human-social, etc.) have a common historicity in a certain sense, for all are ‘phases’ in the development of matter through ascending levels of complexity. And all are composed of those ‘basic’ elements that ontologically and historically presuppose their existence. And it is always the evolution of the lower, which generate their own negation in the higher. Yet, it is important to be clear that there is nothing in this conception that implies that this ‘common historicity’ of nature is an undifferentiated or unstratified one, postulating the identity rather than unity of the different structures of matter, or that the evolutionary emergence of higher from lower domains of nature was always absolutely necessary or preordained.

Now there is a considerable and growing body of research evidence, derived from the findings of the various sciences, which reveals the dialectical pattern at work at each stratum of reality. This is obviously true, for example, of the objects of psychology (as Freud has demonstrated)137 and of sociology (as the classical Marxists have demonstrated). But it is no less true of those of the physical and biological and ecological sciences. Engels himself cogently drew out the dialectical pattern at work at the level of macro physics, basing himself on the best scientific knowledge of the day, arguing that the life-process of solar systems, and of large scale terrestrial bodies on our planet within our solar system, consisted precisely in the ‘interplay of attraction and repulsion’,138 generated, respectively, by the rotational contraction of the gaseous mass from which the solar system was formed, and by the dual nature of gravitation in terrestrial conditions (in permitting and counteracting motion). This, for him, was a pattern of causality, which appeared to be a classic demonstration of Hegel’s grasp of contradictory totality as the unity and interpenetration of opposites.

The picture of nature revealed by the ‘new physics’ also fits well with Engels’ ontological dialectics.139 This is perhaps clearest of all in the case of Einstein’s relativity theory. At the risk of gross oversimplification, Einstein’s breakthrough was twofold: first, to demonstrate that Newton’s laws were not universal but applicable only at particular scales or velocities of physical reality; second, to grasp matter and energy not as different in kind (mass as lifeless and static until energized), but as mutually convertible aspects of the motion of matter (E = mc2). In fact, the whole revolutionary thrust of relativity theory is a precise illustration of Engels’ argument that concepts and theories that explain aspects of physical nature at particular levels or scales or velocities are no longer appropriate at different levels or scales or velocities, therefore they require a different set of concepts and theories and methods to make sense of what is going on. Such a radical understanding of the behaviours and properties of mute physical matter in motion would certainly be a matter of considerable discomfort and confusion for those contemporaries of Engels who regarded the whole of nature as governed by invariant and timeless mechanical laws of the Newtonian type.

By contrast, Engels’ view that nature is composed of irreducible structures or levels of matter-in-motion, with different patterns and mechanisms of causality operative at different levels, would have allowed him to treat Einstein’s physics as a confirmation of his dialectical philosophy. But, more concretely, Einstein’s understanding of matter as ‘not something separate from motion and energy’, and of motion and energy as inherent attributes of matter, each being ‘capable of being transformed into the other in a definite law-governed manner’, is precisely ‘the kind of process Engels pointed to as a unity of opposites’.140 Moreover, Engels’ fundamental insight that ‘motion is the mode of existence of matter’141 is entirely consistent with Einstein’s view that energy and mass are definitive and intrinsic attributes of matter.

What is true of relativity theory is also true of more recent developments in the physical sciences: quantum physics and chaos theory. Quantum physics can certainly be legitimately interpreted as a striking vindication of Engels’ dialectical materialism. There are three basic elements to quantum physics:


Firstly, it argues that all objects can behave both as waves, like radio waves, and bullet-like particles. So light, usually thought of as a radio wave, can behave as a particle, while an electron, a particle, can also behave like a wave. What had previously, and still now to common sense, seemed two mutually exclusive and opposed notions were revealed to be intimately connected, to be two sides of the same coin. Secondly, quantum mechanics also says there is an intrinsic uncertainty in nature. For instance, an electron can have a well-defined and precise position or velocity, but not both at the same time. Thirdly, the theory says some phenomena in nature are inherently probalistic … So it is impossible to predict in advance, say, which of the various possible energies an electron around an atom will be in or exactly when a radioactive particle will emit radiation. It is not even in principle possible to predict exactly what energy is possessed by an electron around an atom, but is rather only possible to predict the probability of it having each of the range of possible energies.142



It is necessary to briefly emphasize three aspects of this new physics. First, as McGarr points out, the element of contingency in the behaviour of subatomic particles it identifies is an objective property of the world, not simply a gap in our understanding of natural necessity.143 ‘The decay of radioactive nuclei is truly causeless and random in the sense that there is no difference in state between a nucleus that will or will not decay up until the actual instant of radioactive emission.’144 Second, this contingency in nature does not necessarily mean that the microstructures responsible for it are not themselves the product of as yet undiscovered underlying generative mechanisms that operate in a thoroughly deterministic way. Finally, quantum physics does not simply ditch determinism in favour of chance even at the level of micro-particles. On the contrary, quantum physics makes sense of the distinction between randomness and absence of causality.

For example, the emission of radioactive nuclei occurs not because it somehow chooses to decay, but because entropy is the fate of all material things, even if the moment of emission is genuinely random. Moreover, quantum physics specifies a ‘world of subtle interplay between chance and necessity’, and is concerned with ‘predicting the probability of events, such as an electron around an atom having a particular energy, and how these probabilities evolve in time in a strictly deterministic manner’.145 In other words, quantum physics draws out the point that necessity (the idea that objects are law-governed) and probability (the unpredictable way some objects behave in response to laws) are not mutually incompatible. Rather, they are a bounded unity of opposites. And, of equal significance here, a fundamental aim of quantum physics is to show how the probalistic laws of the micro-level give rise to the orderly deterministic laws that govern the behaviour of the objects of macrophysics. Indeed, a triumph of quantum physics has been to substantiate how randomness gives rise to determinism in everyday behaviour. So, for example, ‘the most exquisitely accurate clocks, precise to a millionth of a second, are those that use the number of radioactive emissions per second as their counters’.146 This rich world revealed by quantum physics seems a very long way from the peculiar idea, popular among certain philosophers and academics and natural scientists, that ‘rock bottom’ reality is simply ‘seas of potentia’147 or ‘pure dispositionality’.148

Chaos theory, too, can be legitimately interpreted as providing evidence in support of a dialectical materialist understanding of natural causality. The fundamental breakthrough of chaos theory (as an explanatory framework that bridges developments in a number of sciences) in a way complements quantum physics. This is to demonstrate how certain physical systems behave ‘chaotically’, despite being law-governed. The classic example normally cited to illustrate this point is, of course, the so-called ‘butterfly effect’, whereby the fluttering of the butterfly’s wings at one space-time locale in a complex system can set in motion a complex accumulation of knock-on effects that ultimately results in a major natural event (such as a flood or a hurricane) at a distanciated time-space locale in the same system or in a contingently related system. Now chaos theory has shown that even the simplest of physical systems can behave chaotically in certain circumstances. As McGarr notes: ‘Three bodies orbiting each other under the influence of gravity, or a simple pendulum swinging over a magnet, are two examples’.149

These systems are unpredictable, not because they are magically freed from necessity or determinations, but because their behaviours are incredibly sensitive to the most microscopic fluctuations in their initial boundary conditions, or the tiniest changes in their micro-constituents, or the most minute disturbances caused by their interactions with other systems.150 Chaos theorists have shown, with experimental models and under laboratory conditions, that the smallest quantitative changes in a physical system can abruptly tip it into a completely novel or transformed pattern of interactions (i.e. emergent behaviours), which cannot be predicted on the basis of an understanding of the underlying laws or mechanisms. Moreover, chaos theorists have also demonstrated that the often relatively unstable behaviours of simple chemical systems of interacting molecules can spontaneously generate highly organized or structured forms of motion under specific circumstances (such as the quantitative addition of heat to a liquid). As McGarr notes, the development of the sciences of complexity has demonstrated their power and objectivity in practice, proving particularly useful, for example, in understanding thermodynamics and the problem of ‘fluid turbulence’ in the human body.151

There are a number of reasons why the new physics of quantum mechanics and chaos should be seen as broadly supportive of Engels’ dialectics of nature. First, and most obviously, these scientific developments exemplify Engels’ dialectical insight that matter is radically creative, not simply consisting of stable equilibrium and uniform motion or gradual additive evolution, but moving in qualitative leaps and bounds, and assuming new properties and dispositions and behaviours, in response to the interface of mechanisms at lower levels, from which the new patterns of behaviour at higher levels cannot be traced or deduced or inferred. Thus, Engels would not have been at all discomfited by the knowledge ushered in by quantum mechanics that the behaviour of the micro-constituents of physical reality are radically different to the behaviour of the macrostructures of which they are constituents, requiring an entirely new branch of scientific study to be opened up, with its own theories, concepts and methods.

Nor, for the same reason, would Engels have been taken aback by the new knowledge provided by chaos theory of the behaviour of non-linear systems, for this indicates that such systems are emergent from linear systems (and vice versa), and thus spontaneously acquire properties and behaviours that are not simply different from their constituents, but are more radically negations of them (as, for example, the time-reversible laws of Newtonian macrophysics are fundamentally incompatible with the time-irreversible laws of thermodynamics). In other words, as McGarr points out, chaos theory not only ‘shows that at various points small quantitative changes produce large qualitative changes in behaviour’, but also explains ‘why this … is a fairly universal feature of the natural world’.152 This vindication of Engels’ ontological dialectics by contemporary physics has generally passed unnoticed by professional academics in philosophy and the social sciences. Not so, however, by some of those at the cutting edge of the ‘sciences of complexity’. Ilya Prigogine, a pioneer of the ‘new thermodynamics’, for example, has noticed that ‘there is an analogy’ between the sciences of complexity and dialectical materialism, inasmuch as the former supports the view of the latter that ‘nature might be called historical, that is, capable of development and innovation’.153

Second, Engels recommends, contra empiricism and reductionism, that scientists should be wary of


observing natural objects and processes in isolation, apart from their connection with the vast whole … as constants, not as essentially variables’, because this method sooner or later reaches a limit, beyond which it becomes one-sided, restricted, abstract, lost in insoluble contradictions.154



Engels’ point is that the failure of scientists and philosophers to recognize that nature is a systemic ‘unity of opposites’ has meant that the reductive business of conducting scientific research into specific zones of being (which is necessary to yield scientific knowledge of some specific object, structure, process or relation at work in the world) is generalized into a reductionist world-view. In other words, as Rose points out, because the scientific method is necessarily reductive, and has yielded a fantastic accumulation of knowledge, which is proven in practice by its capacity to allow humans to manipulate natural laws and causally intervene in the object-world, this is taken as evidence of the ontological correctness of a reductionist philosophy of nature.155

This in turn feeds into the characteristic errors of science ‘beyond its limits’ — i.e. the misbegotten effort to reduce the objects of sociology to the objects of psychology, of the objects of psychology to the objects of neuro-biology, of the objects of biology to the objects of chemistry, and so on. By contrast, Engels’ dialectical approach compels him to reject the view that ‘a thing either exists or it does not exist’, that a thing ‘cannot at the same time be itself and something else’, that ‘positive and negative absolutely exclude one another’, and that ‘cause and effect stand in a rigid antithesis one to the other’.156 But this general philosophical ontology fits the new physics of quantum mechanics and chaos remarkably well. For these demonstrate the fact that contingency and necessity are not mutually exclusive poles (contingency-in-necessity and necessity-in-contingency), that absolute determinism can arise out of probabilistic or tendential laws (and vice versa), that random behaviour is not freed from determination, yet determination does not always lead to random behaviour, and that certain objects or systems can simultaneously behave as ‘this and that’, ‘either-or’, or one thing and another (e.g. as particles and waves).

Third, these contemporary developments in microphysics and the various sciences of complexity also ‘sit well with Engels’ arguments about all of nature having a history … and how the essence of nature is precisely its continual transformation and change’:


[T]he development of the universe … is one in which matter has undergone repeated qualitative transformations when quantitative change has reached critical points … Differentiated facets of the totality of matter, which have an underlying unity, have been progressively transformed as they mutually interact. We have an evolution from quarks, to protons and neutrons, to neutral atoms, to gas clouds, stars and galaxies, the formation of heavier elements like carbon, the formation of planets and through a series of further transformations to the emergence of organic life. At each stage qualitatively novel behaviour of matter emerges. So quarks, having existed freely were, when the temperature of the universe fell below a critical point, permanently confined inside particles like protons, and a qualitatively new physics emerges … Later, below another critical point, protons and neutrons could capture electrons, and the whole possibility of the rich new arena of atomic and molecular processes emerges for the first time. It needed the first such molecules to be further transformed in the very special conditions of stellar interiors, and then those stars themselves to explode in cataclysmic events called supernovae, before the elements crucial to the formation of planets like Earth were even possible. And a further long series of transformations of matter have, billions of years later, resulted in the qualitatively new phenomena of human beings, consciousness and society.157



Finally, the development of the sciences of complexity in more recent years, not only supports Engels’ view that the transformation of quantity into quality is a universal property of natural evolution, but also shows how his negation of the negation concept can be relevant to the understanding of non-linear physical systems:


A picture of nature is beginning to emerge in which at certain points physical systems not only can undergo a transition from regular ordered behaviour to chaotic unpredictable behaviour, but of how matter, once it reaches a certain level of complexity of organisation, can spontaneously generate new higher forms of ordered behaviour. Some physical systems can be pushed from a stable ordered state into a chaotic state by some pressure … or impulse (it is ‘negated’). But under certain conditions some of these systems can then develop in such a way as to give rise to new higher forms of ordered behaviour, often with novel properties (the ‘negation is negated’) … This kind of pattern seems to be typical of many complex systems in nature … There is some evidence … that complex organisations of matter with genuinely novel and ‘creative’ properties are those ‘on the edge of chaos’, systems balanced in a dynamic tension between the tendency towards a dead, stable, repetitive order on the one hand and an unpredictable, disordered, chaotic state on the other.158



I have suggested that the dialectical character of natural processes and systems has also been revealed by contemporary work in the biological and ecological sciences. It is now time to justify this strong assertion. The work of Rose et al., Rose, and Levins and Lewontin, for example, is a brilliant (and in their case self-conscious) application and development of Engels’ dialectic of nature in these fields.159 As in the work of the classical Marxists, the dialectical concepts of totality, mediation, change and contradiction are utilized as conceptual tools, in this case to expose the shortcomings of reductionism, dualism and functionalist holism in biological and ecological systems theory, and to outline a dynamic alternative understanding.160 Levins summarizes the purpose of the new biology and ecology most concisely. This new understanding is necessary, he says, because only the dialectical approach ‘offers the necessary emphasis on complexity, context, historicity, the interpenetration of seemingly mutually exclusive categories, the relative autonomy and mutual determination of different “levels” of existence, and the contradictory, self-negating aspects of change’.161

Further, the ‘three laws’ of the dialectic can be clearly discerned here; again they function to illuminate the mechanisms of development and transformation, both within the specific life-cycle of individual lives, and within the process of organic evolution as a whole. Rose et al. provide a brilliant description and application of the ‘law’ of the unity and interpenetration of opposites in the life sciences. The argument outlined here takes as its starting point the idea that conventional dualistic or interactional models of the interface between organism and environment are inadequate because they drive a wedge between the two, treating both as external to each other, and as confronting one another as simple oppositions. As Rose et al. put it: ‘The organism is alienated from the environment … There is an external reality, the environment, with laws of its own formation and evolution, to which the organism adapts and moulds itself, or dies if it fails.’162 But organism and environment do not simply confront each other as a dualism. Rather, their mutual interactions mould or shape each other in essentials. For one thing, ‘it is the organisms themselves that define their own environment’,163 in the sense they ‘determine which aspects of their environment are relevant’ to them.164 Moreover, organisms ‘do not simply adapt to previously existing, autonomous environments; they create, destroy, modify, and internally transform aspects of the external world by their own life activities to make this environment’.165

In short, then, those aspects of an eco-system, that constitute the habitat of a particular organism, depend to a significant extent upon the nature and behaviour of the organism itself, and so cannot simply be counterposed to the organism as an external force constraining or facilitating its behaviours. The organism is simultaneously subject and object of its own evolutionary history. This is in the sense that it is not simply the passive effect of external evolutionary pressures, but is also an active agent in fabricating and modifying those habitats necessary for its own existence and evolutionary development.

Most profoundly, not only do organisms select and change their habitats, but they can also modify or transform the generative mechanisms that determine the objects of the physical world. Thus, ‘the entities that are the objects of laws of transformation become subjects that change these laws’:


Systems destroy the conditions that brought them about in the first place and create the possibilities of new transformations that did not previously exist. The law that all life emerges from life was enacted only about a billion years ago. Life originally arose out of inanimate matter, but that origination made its continued occurrence impossible, because living organisms consume the complex organic molecules needed to create life de novo.166



A good illustration of what the left Darwinians are getting at is provided by Darwin himself. Even the humble earthworm, Darwin famously noted, is simultaneously subject and object of a developing eco-system, both product and producer of its own habitat. The soil is obviously the habitat of the earthworm, but the activities of the earthworm continually recompose the soil in which the earthworm lives, rendering it habitable for future generations of earthworms. And the same is true of all other living things:


Plant roots alter the physical structure and chemical composition of the soil in which they grow, withdrawing nutrients but also conditioning the soil so that nutrients are more easily mobilized. Grazing animals actually increase the rate of production of forage, both by fertilizing the ground with their droppings and by stimulating plant growth by cropping … [But] the most powerful change of environment made by organisms is the gas composition of the atmosphere. The terrestrial atmosphere, consisting of 80 percent nitrogen, 18 percent oxygen, and a trace of carbon dioxide, is chemically unstable. If it were allowed to reach an equilibrium, the oxygen and nitrogen would disappear, and the atmosphere would be nearly all carbon dioxide, as is the case for Mars and Venus. It is living organisms that have produced the oxygen by photosynthesis and that have depleted the carbon dioxide by fixing it in the form of carbonates in sedimentary rock. A present-day terrestrial species is under strong selection pressure to live in an atmosphere rich in oxygen and poor in carbon dioxide, but that metabolic problem has been posed by the activity of the living forms themselves over two billion years of evolution and is quite different from the problem faced by the earliest metabolizing cells.167



This is indicative that the relationship between organism and environment is not an ‘alienated’ one, in the ontological sense, but is rather a relationship of mutual presupposition or ‘interpenetration’. But this is exactly what Engels was getting at where he argues:


Hard and fast lines are incompatible with the theory of evolution … Either-or becomes more and more inadequate … For a stage in the outlook of nature where all differences become merged in intermediate steps, and all opposites pass into one another through intermediate links, the old metaphysical method of thought no longer suffices. Dialectics, which likewise knows no hard and fast lines, no unconditional, universally valid ‘either-or’ and which bridges the fixed metaphysical differences, and besides ‘either-or’ recognises also in the right place ‘both this-and-that’ and reconciles opposites, is the sole method of thought appropriate in the highest degree to this stage.168



Particularly illuminating, for the purpose of demonstrating how the unity and interpenetration of opposites specifies development through internally generated contradictions, is Rose’s discussion of the ‘dialectic of life’, contained in his Lifelines. Rose’s argument is that life itself is a contradictory totality, a bounded unity of opposites, since it ‘demands of all its forms the ability simultaneously to be and to become’.169 This is most obviously true of those organisms whose life-cycle involves a series of radical transformations of body structure (e.g. the ‘negation’ of the butterfly’s egg by the caterpillar, the ‘second negation’ of the caterpillar by the chrysalis and the ‘triple negation’ of the chrysalis by the butterfly). But this is also a property of life in all its varied forms. Parrington describes the development of human optics to demonstrate Rose’s point:


The eye develops in association with its connection with the brain that is also developing. As both eye and brain grow and mature, the connections between them are broken and reformed many times, yet the overall pattern of the relationship between them must be maintained if vision is not to be impaired. At the same time the developing eye seems to be resistant to environmental “noise”, yet is still sensitive enough to respond to changes in the environment if they are sustained.170



Thus, suggests Rose, the organism is necessarily subject to a dialectic of ‘two opposing forces — specificity versus plasticity’,171 inasmuch as the life-process of the organism is constituted by the containment and continual interchange and transmission of these interdependent but contradictory pressures or impulses (one into the other) within a unitary system.

This understanding of the dialectic of life fits hand in glove with, and is indeed a theoretical specification of, Engels’ own summary sketch of the dialectic of life:


The plant, the animal, every cell is at every moment of its life identical with itself and yet becoming distinct from itself, by absorption and escretion of substances, by respiration, by cell formation and death of cells, by the process of circulation taking place, in short by a sum of incessant molecular changes which make up life and the sum total of whose results is evident to our eyes in the phases of life — embryonic life, youth, sexual maturity, process of reproduction, old age, death … Life therefore consists primarily in the fact that every moment it is itself and at the same time something else; and this does not take place as the result of a process to which it is subjected to from without … [O]n the contrary [it] is a self-implementing process which is inherent in, native to, its bearer.172



But, aside from providing a striking illustration of Engels’ concept of development as involving the dynamic interchange of opposites, Rose’s dialectic of specificity versus plasticity also exemplifies the kind of process that Engels described as the transformation of quantity into quality. This concept is given substantive treatment by the left Darwinians, in the sense that their positive account of evolutionary change in biological nature is precisely the kind of process designated under the terms of the transformation of quantity into quality, though the left Darwinians do not specifically refer to it as such, and they are perhaps vindicating this concept of Engels and Hegel without being aware of doing so. In any case, basing their arguments on the evidence provided by the fossil record, the contribution of the left Darwinians to understanding the dynamic of evolution has been to demonstrate that this could not have proceeded simply in an orderly and gradual fashion, through very slow accretive molecular adaptations to species, none of which are decisive in bringing about a radical change (i.e. the transformation of one species into a different species), but has instead proceeded by virtue of relatively abrupt and rapid spurts of evolutionary activity, interspersed by long-run periods of equilibrium in which very little change occurs. Gould refers to this process as ‘punctuated equilibrium’,173 and Rose argues that it occurs because ‘genetic variation can be dampened, rendered essentially neutral, until such time as it accumulates sufficiently to tip the next generations of organisms into new stable states’.174

Yet Engels’ concept of the negation of the negation is, if anything, better equipped than the transformation of quantity into quality to get to grips with this dialectic of organic life and evolution. The point Engels is trying to make can be summarized as follows. All material things (structures or systems), by virtue of the fact they are acted upon by opposing forces from without and opposing forces from within, are eventually destined to be destroyed, and their elements recomposed as new things. But, this having been said, there are certain kinds of things — including and especially organisms — which are sufficiently plastic to respond differently to these pressures, at least for a period of time.175 Organisms possess the capacity to absorb external impulses or forces in such a way that these are converted into forces of internal growth or development, and to develop internal positive and negative feedback mechanisms that ensure that they remain stable in their own life-process in relation to their environments. Taken together, these mechanisms allow the organism to preserve its specificity as a particular kind of system whilst at the same time rendering it sufficiently flexible to develop. In short, then, a condition of existence of the organism is that it is both internally self-negating and capable of negating external negations. But, as the left Darwinians have shown, this kind of process is exactly what natural selection entails. For this is a dialectic of genetic conversion and mutation, sustaining adaptive self-modification over time, in response to internal and external negations that threaten the cancellation or absenting of organisms or species.

Levins provides an excellent example of how the negation of the negation works at the microbiological level. He draws our attention to the longstanding orthodox view of medical science that the ‘epidemiological transition’ had occurred. This was the view that ‘new drugs, antibiotics, better vaccines, more subtle diagnostic techniques’ would ensure that ‘infectious disease [must] decline and be replaced by chronic disease as the major health problem in the [human-social] world’. But, this perspective was utterly false, because it failed to grasp that biological nature is not simply the passive object of human intervention and manipulation, but is an active subject in its own right, which is capable of continually developing novel negations to the most ingenious of negations. Hence we should not, says Levins, be surprised (as the medical science establishment has been) that previously successful medical interventions wind up ineffective in the longer term:


The expectation that the new technologies of drugs, antibiotics, pesticides and vaccines would ‘win the war’ with the pathogens grossly underestimated both the dynamic capacity of organisms to adapt and the intricacies of natural selection. Microbes not only undergo mutation but can also receive genes from other species. Therefore, genetic variation is available for selection. Therapies that threaten the survival of the germs also focus natural selection on overcoming or evading these therapies. The genetic makeup of pathogen populations therefore shifts readily, not only in the long run but even in the course in a single outbreak and within a single host during a bout of illness. There are strong opposing demands on the pathogen’s body to select for access to nutrients, to avoid the body’s defences and exit to a new host. Variations in a body’s state of nutrition, its immune system, the presence or absence of other infections, access to treatment, the treatment regime and conditions of transmission, all push and pull the genetic make-up of pathogen populations in different directions. This means that we constantly see new strains arising, new strains that differ in their drug and antibiotic resistance, clinical course, virulence and biochemical detail. Some even develop resistance to treatments that have not yet been used if these threaten the survival of pathogens in ways similar to old treatments.176



I conclude that Engels is correct to argue that nature is dialectically structured, and that this structuring exhibits certain regularities or patterns (which may be described as ‘laws’). But it is important to be clear that dialectical ‘laws’ are not scientific laws under the terms of either empiricist or CR understandings of causality in nature. These laws do not specify ‘constant conjunctures’ between events (the idea that phenomenon A is always associated with phenomenon B), nor explain the specific nature of particular generative mechanisms of structures in giving rise to certain empirical phenomena or to emergent structures. Rather, they are ‘laws’ that operate at a different, higher level of abstraction. On the one hand, dialectical ‘laws’ are ‘clearly not analogous to, say, Einstein’s equation E = mc2, but rather are analogous to prior principles’.177 In this sense, they generate philosophical and methodological terms of reference for the empirical sciences.

On the other hand, these dialectical ‘laws’ constitute ‘ways of seeing the underlying pattern of a process of change after having worked out and understood the concrete details of the process concerned’.178 In other words, dialectical ‘laws’ are an abstraction ‘from the features common to social and physical processes … produced by a wide variety of different mechanisms’,179 which then constitute a philosophical framework of concepts for contextualizing and organizing and interpreting and synthesizing research data. In this sense, dialectical ‘laws’ are like CR concepts of emergence, causality and structure, which are derived from transcendental arguments, but which function to orient scientific research, offering it conceptual and methodological guidance, and indicating profitable ways of interpreting specific findings within a wider conceptual framework. As such, dialectic is not a set ‘of rules derived simply from nature’, but is ‘specifically designed to help solve some of the problems of [reductionist and empiricist] philosophy’, translated into scientific practice and concepts.180

This means that materialist dialectics have a simultaneously methodological and ontological aspect. For dialectic is not only a set of principles and critical methods of analysis informing research, but is furthermore a picture of an overall pattern of interactions in reality, based on an integration of scientific research findings, theories, concepts and laws in historical development. So, for example, the law of value indicates a specific generative mechanism of the capitalist mode of production (explaining a range of additional mechanisms and phenomenal forms of the capitalist mode of production), which can then be seen as a particular instance of self-negating contradictions as the engine of structural or systemic change. However, this specific generative mechanism (the law of value in a capitalist economy) cannot simply be ‘read off from the general dialectical concepts, but has to be based on what social science theory and research can provisionally tell us about what is going on.

Thus, on the one hand, the dialectical perspective in its ontological aspect ‘suggests that we should see the dialectic of nature as a broad philosophical conception of nature rather than a set of general laws from which more specific ones applicable to particular aspects of the world can be deduced’. The advantage of this conception of the dialectic is that it ‘rules out the kind of dogmatic dictation to working scientists which gave the idea a bad name under Stalinism, but it implies a fairly loose and open relationship between dialectical philosophy and scientific research which ought to be explicitly recognised’.181 Yet, on the other hand, the dialectical framework of ‘laws’ understood as research principles (contradictory totality, transformation of quantity into quality, unity and interpenetration of opposites and negation of the negation) does furnish the social researcher with conceptual tools for investigating and integrating the specific generative mechanisms at work in social reality, and can help the social analyst design a theoretically coherent research programme that will allow him or her to approach a range of problems within their proper systemic context. As Levins and Lewontin point out, the ‘principles of materialist dialectics that we attempt to apply to scientific activity have implications for research strategy and educational policy as well as methodological prescriptions’.182 For these render the analyst sensitive to the historicity of the objects of research, their universal interconnections with other objects, the heterogeneity of systems of interacting elements, the interpenetration of opposites and the relative autonomy yet essential unity of different levels of analysis.

This draws our attention to additional good reasons for endorsing a ‘dialectics of nature.’ First, dialectical materialism, like CR, provides a philosophical rationale or resource for countering empiricism, reductionism (macro and micro) and anti-scientific irrationalism or romanticism. Lacking this kind of outlook, scientists and philosophers have traditionally found themselves drawn towards micro-reductionist world-views where science is making rapid progress and is confident (for want of a sophisticated alternative), and back towards ‘the mystical path’ where the contradictions of old established theories are becoming glaringly apparent and where the suspicion dawns that growing scientific knowledge of the world does not always translate into a more rational world.183 Second, the dialectical perspective equips practising scientists and philosophers of science with the requisite flexibility of thought or ‘open-mindedness’ to view far-reaching transformations of scientific knowledge as a natural aspect of its internal development, not as threats to the rationality or stability of the enterprise.184

This point has been made explicitly by a number of eminent natural scientists. For example, John Haldane, surveying the crisis of physics in the 1940s, made the point that


it is astonishing how Engels anticipated the progress of science in the sixty years since he wrote … Had Engels’ methods of thinking been more familiar, the transformation of our ideas on physics which have occurred during the past thirty years would have been smoother … Had these books [the Dialectics of Nature and Anti-Dühring] been known to my contemporaries, it [is] clear that we should have found it easier to accept relativity and quantum theory.185



Haldane’s point is that Engels’ dialectical materialism philosophically under-labours these scientific breakthroughs in a way beyond the ken of other philosophies of science (such as positivism, empiricism, conventionalism, pragmatism, etc.). This is because a dialectical materialist understanding of nature, such as that powerfully argued by Engels, is an explicit acknowledgement of its complexity, its fluidity, its capacity for continual innovation and development, its inherently self-negating aspects, and thus of the challenge it poses to static common sense, and so of the approximate and provisional nature of scientific discoveries.

Conclusion

I conclude that there is nothing inherently disreputable about asserting the veracity of ontological materialism or disputing ontological idealism. Hartwig admits this where he endorses Bhaskar’s view that both positions are heuristically acceptable.186 Yet Hartwig seems to want to rule out as foul play any reasoned debate on the respective merit of realist idealism versus realist materialism. Or, rather, he appears to want to rule out any kind of rational defence of just one position in the debate, the materialist position. In practice, despite his ‘agnosticism’, Hartwig is never more combative than when he is affirming the heuristic adequacy of ontological idealism yet dismissing the arguments of those who wish to affirm its contrary.

There are numerous examples of this. Here are just a few. In his reply to a reasoned and scholarly defence of ontological materialism by Howard Engelskirchen on the Bhaskar internet list, Hartwig had this to say: ‘For you or me who are not religious to say to them [theists], “no, you are wrong, the cosmos is ultimately material” is scientifically unwarranted, and if I were them I would think it unfriendly, if not just silly.’187 But this is a form of rhetorical foreclosure of an important debate, for there is nothing uncharitable or silly about presenting arguments in favour of either idealism or materialism, so long as these are not dogmatic assertions. The defence of ontological materialism here (like all knowledge-claims) is fallible and potentially revisable and (provisionally) falsifiable. And, of course, it is open to interrogation on logical and conceptual grounds.

Hartwig has also suggested that ontological idealism is preferable to ontological materialism (i.e. ‘perhaps [more] compelling’), on the grounds that it is more ‘developed’ philosophically.188 This is a bizarre conclusion, even by Hartwig’s standards, since absolute idealism (as I have demonstrated it) is riddled with logical and conceptual problems, and ontological materialism can certainly be rationally argued, as it has been, here and elsewhere. Of course, there is a limited sense in which he is right, although this should provide no comfort for the religious believer. Atheistic materialism, because it is the Other of religiosity, was suppressed for centuries by all the religious authorities and its adherents persecuted into virtual silence. For this reason, by default, theism has philosophically enjoyed a free ride. Hartwig even goes so far as to decree that ‘ontological materialism is no longer philosophically or scientifically defensible in the twenty-first century’.189 Again, this seems a peculiar form of ‘agnosticism’. Presumably this means that ontological materialism was defensible prior to the current century. So what has changed? Yet we have learned from CR and DCR Bhaskar himself that ontological materialism is heuristically rational (a position to which Hartwig himself pays lip service before then calling into disrepute).

Hartwig’s intervention in the debate was purportedly to rule out claims for metaphysical infallibility or certainty on either side. Yet now we are enjoined to view any kind of philosophical defence of materialist ontology as inherently disreputable, no matter whether dogmatic or equivocal, whether claimed as infallible or recognized as provisional.

Hartwig does not apply the same standard to the philosophers of absolute idealism. In fact, whereas the defenders of realist dialectical materialism are accused of dogmatism, lack of charity, and just plain silliness, Bhaskar’s affirmation of the necessity of embracing godism (and his dismissal of non-believers as both alienated and irrealist) is mildly rebuked only for its lack of political sensitivity. At the same time, its rational consistency with his TDCR philosophy is emphasized. ‘This is wholly logical on his premise that God exists and has the qualities he attributes to him/her/it.’190 This one-sided agnosticism flows necessarily from the inherent weakness of the ontological idealism that Hartwig wishes to affirm as equally defensible (at least!) to ontological materialism.

Scientific knowledge tells us that matter is real and self-transformative. Our sciences have theorized and empirically corroborated material emergence at various strata of the natural world. No one can today deny the reality and causal efficacy of matter (including its capacity to generate mind-states). The function of agnosticism, then, is to graft on to this knowledge of matter and its emergent properties the speculative ‘something else’ that is the object of God-talk. Agnosticism does not ask us to be agnostic about matter. Matter is taken-for-granted, since it cannot be denied. Instead, we are enjoined to be agnostic about something intangible, incorporeal, which is beyond or outside our scientific and empirical knowledge, and which is validated only by virtue of the subjective religious experience of the faithful (which I will argue is inherently more corrigible and hence rationally disputable than non-religious experience).191 Our sciences can tell us something of matter but nothing of God, and theology cannot make anything close to a coherent case for God, yet agnosticism would attribute equivalent rational assertability to ‘God-talk’ vis-à-vis ‘matter-talk’. Little wonder Hartwig takes up the cudgels against materialism but not its antithesis.

Hartwig’s anti-materialism takes him well beyond any kind of agnostic affirmation of the ‘cosmic incapacity’ of philosophy or science or reason to stake out a defensible position on the idealism versus materialism debate. Thus, Hartwig’s position is, it seems to me, no mere even-handed agnosticism, but a full-blown accommodation to the idealism and godism of Bhaskar’s ‘spiritual turn’, under the guise of liberal ‘open-mindedness’, for his agnosticism is designed to allow the rational assertability of Bhaskar’s ontological idealism, but to rule out as foul play the rational assertability of its contrary. Since Bhaskar himself has now seemingly abandoned godism (at least rhetorically), insisting that his MR philosophy is ‘ultimately materialist’,192 one may legitimately wonder whether Hartwig is now prepared to accept once again the rational assertability of ontological materialism. But, in any case, Hartwig has placed himself in this unfortunate position, of endorsing in practice a kind of back-door idealism, not simply by virtue of his agnosticism, but by virtue of the role he has taken upon himself as defender and official interpreter of Bhaskarian faith orthodoxy. Whatever direction Bhaskar wishes to take CR philosophy, Hartwig is on hand to affirm its defensibility, and to place upon it the most ‘charitable’ (i.e. apologetic) interpretation. This is, in my view, a profoundly ideological stance.

Hartwig’s formal endorsement of realist agnosticism fails (it seems to me) because it unintentionally implies that ontological commitments for either idealism or materialism depend on infallible knowledge, the possibility of which he rightly rejects. Because Hartwig thinks that reason and science are ‘cosmically incapable’ of making an authoritative judgement on the idealism versus materialist debate, he concludes that it is rational to be agnostic. But we can accept with Hartwig that neither science nor philosophy can operate on the assumption of infallible knowledge, yet legitimately point out that science and philosophy can nonetheless provide ‘good enough’ reasons for disputing objective idealism and affirming its contrary. For, once we accept the limitations of knowledge in every field, the ‘cosmic incapacity’ argument for agnosticism breaks down. It breaks down precisely because knowledge is everywhere incapable of being exact or totalizing, and not just on the ‘ultimate question’.

I think that Hartwig argues, from the fallibility or imperfection of knowledge and rationality (in the sense that provisional knowledge of the finite strata of being can tell us nothing about the infinite nature of ‘ultimate being’), for a position that is basically dismissive of the capacity of science and reason to offer a powerful and defensible argument for or against God. In his hands, the radically partial and incomplete nature of scientific and philosophical knowledge is translated into a thesis of the incapacity of scientific rationality and philosophy to offer any kind of (provisional, fallible) settling of accounts between objective materialism and objective idealism. Thus, we cannot say that the balance of evidence and argument points one way rather than the other, that one kind of position is more or less defensible than the other. Whatever Hartwig’s intentions, this method of argument would make only a commitment to the impossible ideal of infallible knowledge (ontological certainty) prevail against his agnostic view. This effectively closes the issue for him. Because scientific and philosophical knowledge is finite, only a God’s Eye View (infinite knowledge) can objectively legislate the question of the ‘ultimate’ nature of being. This being the case, in the gap left by philosophy and scientific reason, it is legitimate for personal experience to inform our ontological judgements.193

But there is an alternative. I have said that both ontology and science have to be open to rational procedures of falsification. I have said that both have to ensure conceptual adequacy and logical coherence. I have said that both have to facilitate rather than obstruct the acquisition of knowledge. I have said that both have to depend on the rational (inductive) interrogation or testing of hypothesis by empirical data. Yet it is precisely here that ontological idealism is found wanting, and this provides us with good reasons for supporting a materialist ontology. Certainly, none of Hartwig’s arguments count against my defence of ontological materialism, which is based on an exploration of the conceptual and logical defects of idealist philosophy, the nature of rational knowledge, the logic of scientific practice and the ethical problems of theism.

If ontological idealism fails, so too does realist agnosticism. But this leaves the issue of what kind of ontological materialism is the best foundation for critical social theory and liberatory political practices. Now, as Bhaskar himself says (in his DCR mode), only dialectic permits ‘empirical “open texture” and imparts structural fluidity and interconnectedness’ to social and natural forms, and only dialectic can make sense of ‘the dynamic of conflict and the mechanism of change’.194 This is absolutely correct. So CR cannot do without dialectics. Logically, then, realist dialectics must be materialist dialectics. I have argued that a synthesis of the CR philosophy of science and the materialist dialectics of the classical Marxist tradition offers the most promising way forward.195 On the one hand, the CR concepts of stratification and emergence are fundamental to Marxism, because although these have their precursors in dialectical materialism, they nonetheless provide the central Marxian dialectical concept of ‘differentiated totality’ with much of its theoretical content. On the other hand, only a realist ontology constructed as materialist dialectic allows a constructive alternative to dualism, and avoids the danger of idealist slippage (realist agnosticism).

To conclude, since Hartwig’s whole critique of ontological materialist dialectics is informed by his view that it is a form of dogmatism (which he sees as closely related to scientism and positivism), I will finish with a comment on this issue by a regular contributor to the Bhaskar (internet) list. Ruth Groff argues:


In philosophical jargon … the narrowest sense of ‘dogmatic’ is that a position is held dogmatically if it is held without supporting argument. More broadly, it suggests that a position is taken to be absolutely true, with no possibility of future revision or rejection. I think that it is important to distinguish between provisionality and equivocation — or even just neutrality. To say ‘I believe materialism to be the superior account, though of course I could turn out to be wrong’ is different from saying ‘My position is that either materialism or objective idealism is the superior account; I’m not prepared to say which.’ I’d reserve the ascription of ‘non-dogmatic materialism’ for the former type of claim.196



I could not agree more. I hope my argument for materialist dialectics (and thus against idealism and agnosticism) here is undogmatic on this definition, which in my view is the only sensible definition there is.


4 Critical realism, Transcendence and God

 

 

 

 

Introduction

In the previous chapter, I argued that godism (and hence agnosticism) is deeply problematic on a range of different terrains. These include: philosophy and logic, scientific rationality and practice, and moral ontology. My defence of materialist dialectics, as the ontological foundation of the human and social sciences, was therefore based on an exploration of the conceptual and logical defects of absolute idealism, the nature of rational knowledge, the logic of scientific practice and the ethical problems of religious epistemology. The logical conclusion to my analysis so far is that the philosophical basis for affirming ontological idealism (godstuff) is actually radically under-theorized, and hence radically unsound. This conclusion would be resisted not only by theists within the CR camp (notably Margaret Archer, Doug Porpora, and Andrew Collier),1 but also by the CR ‘agnostics’ (notably Mervyn Hartwig).

Now the CR spiritualists are an interesting kettle of fish, for two reasons. First, because they are a very long way from being religious ideologues or apologists. On the contrary, they are serious scholars, leading academics in the fields of philosophy and the social sciences, and defenders of science and reason. Each of them has made important contributions to secular knowledge. These include, for example, the development of an anti-positivist philosophy of social science, of a moral philosophy based on ethical naturalism, and of an anti-reductive sociology.2 The theism they wish to defend is not at all literalist or fundamentalist. This is not the artifice of theologians or religious scholars, but of real academics.

Second, because for the most part they wish to affirm a materialist social ontology. Indeed, in a certain sense, they are materialists in their natural ontology as well. They are either Marxists or sympathetic to Marxism, and consequently they wish to demonstrate that the ontological claims of theism and Marxian materialism are at least philosophically compatible.3 As such, they are also progressives in their politics and ethics — supportive of the most inclusive forms of social democracy and opponents of all forms of domination and injustice (by class, gender, ethnicity, religion, nationality, etc.).

For these reasons, it is worth considering the philosophical defence of theism they make out. This, after all, is likely to be the best (i.e. most benign, most rational) example of the genre one is likely to get, not least because it is based upon (they claim) the CR philosophy of science. Accomplishing this task is the purpose of the current chapter.

However, the CR spiritualists do not set themselves the task of proving God’s existence, or of building a watertight philosophical case in defence of their own specific Christian conception of God, which they think is an impossible task.4 The CR spiritualists do not claim to demonstrate the superiority of theism to atheism on conceptual, logical, or empirical grounds. Rather, their objectives are more modest. They seek to demonstrate that theism, properly understood, can more than hold its own against atheism, or that it is equally rational to subscribe to theism as to atheism. Thus, ‘the equal rationality of belief and disbelief is all we wish to establish about the question of God’s existence’.5 By doing so, they also wish to enhance the basic plausibility and persuasiveness of religious belief. This is to be accomplished by establishing that ‘God-talk’ is perfectly compatible with the three pillars of CR philosophy: ontological realism, epistemic relativism and judgemental rationalism.6 ‘Essentially, our modest claim here is that ontological realism about God is consistent with, although not required by, critical realism generally.’7 This is also to be accomplished by undermining some of the chief arguments against theism mobilized by secular philosophers (such as the argument that God is incompatible with a world which is partly evil).

Transcendence: the arguments

Ontological realism is the position that there is an objective reality independent of our human beliefs or conceptions about that reality. ‘From the standpoint of ontological realism, reality in general exists quite apart from our knowledge of it. There is, then, nothing inappropriate about asking whether or not that reality includes God.’8 Now, according to CR, this objective reality is stratified, so that there is a distinction between the levels of the empirical (the world which is experienced by human beings), the actual (the world which is experienceable by human beings, if not actually experienced) and the essential-real (the world of unobservable structures and attendant generative mechanisms responsible for the domains of the actual and the empirical). This distinction between levels also opens up a further distinction between the intransitive (ontological) and transitive (epistemological) domains of reality.

This distinction is important, since it presupposes that human knowledge about the objective world can never correspond exactly with the real nature of that world. This is: (1) because much of that world (the essential-real, but also the actual-real beyond the reach of our experiences), because it is unobservable, is not immediately accessible to us as empirical data or sense-experience; (2) because the objective world outside experience is not static but subject to change and development; and (3) because human conceptions and beliefs about objective reality are always shaped by the particularity of human experiences of the world, and constrained by the social and historical conditioning influences of time and place, and are hence always partial, often ideological, but never absolute.

This distinction between the intransitive and transitive domains of reality means that epistemic relativism — which is the position that our beliefs about outsider-reality, because these can never be foundational, nor based on infallible methods of acquiring knowledge, are inherently provisional, relative, and fallible — is unavoidable in every branch of rational knowledge, including the sciences. Nonetheless, judgemental rationalism — which is the position that our beliefs about the world, although never secure or infallible, must be open to the procedures and methods of rational public debate, so that ‘[b]y comparatively evaluating the existing arguments, we can arrive at reasoned, though provisional, judgements of what reality is objectively like’9 — ensures that our ontological judgements should always be based on the force of the better argument. ‘Judgemental rationality means that we can publicly discuss our claims about reality, as we think it is, and marshal better or worse arguments on behalf of those claims.’10 Judgemental rationalism furthermore commits interlocutors of alternative positions in a debate to abandon their most cherished beliefs about the nature of reality (including beliefs about what does and does not belong to reality) if confronted with decisive or compelling rational grounds for doing so.

According to the CR spiritualists, affirming the reality of God is perfectly consistent with these fundamental principles of the CR philosophy of science, in at least three respects. First, the concept of God is, they claim, a meaningful object of rational knowledge. ‘Reflecting our critical realist perspective, the first point we want to make is that the question of God’s existence is indeed susceptible of rational debate. It is not a pseudo-question; nor is it a category mistake to ask it. Furthermore, the question, we maintain, has an ontologically objective answer — even if we cannot say definitively what the answer is.’11 Second, the concept of God is, they say, a defensible object of rational knowledge. ‘God’s existence is amenable to … judgemental rationality … We can publicly discuss the existence of God and debate it. There are arguments, both conceptual and empirical, which we can pose that address at least part of the issue.’12 Finally, because of the unavoidable epistemic relativism of all knowledge-claims, although the concept of God is defensible, it is not incorrigible. Belief in God is rational, but that does not make it infallible. It is perfectly possible that theism is false, and atheism true, since God cannot be proven to exist, and thus God may not exist. Therefore, in accordance with the demands of judgemental rationalism, ‘we ourselves can often be rationally persuaded that even a position we have advanced [such as the position that God exists] is insufficient, faulty or completely untenable’.13

This is the kind of theism that the CR spiritualists wish to endorse: meaningful, rational, cognizant of its own fallibility, hence revisable, and open to the possibility of refutation by counter-arguments. In fact, for them, this is exactly what authentic theism is, since those ‘fundamentalists’ who would claim inerrancy for their views and who would assert that religious belief must be based on blind faith or blind trust rather than reasoned argument and empirical evidence cannot be taken seriously as philosophical or theological players.14 For the CR spiritualists, there are indeed good rational grounds, both conceptual and empirical, for endorsing theism. However, these reasons are, for them, far from conclusive. Theism is thus both fallible and rational. On the one hand, theism is fallible, because it is human to err. On the other hand, theism is rational, not simply because the God-concept can be defended philosophically, but inasmuch as theists are prepared to engage in public debate with those with contrary viewpoints, and inasmuch as they are bound by the rules of public debate — i.e. by being prepared to abandon their affirmation of God’s reality if this is unsupported by the force of the better argument. Believers are obliged ‘to inform their faith, revise it and possibly even abandon it in the light of knowledge’.15

Now, although there are good rational grounds for affirming theism, there are also, the CR spiritualists concede, good rational grounds for rejecting it. This is the problem that theism confronts. Often, the procedures of judgemental rationality allow us to more-or-less settle ontological matters about what exists in reality. In such cases, it is clear where the force of the better argument lies. Consequently, philosophers and scientists no longer debate questions such as whether gravity fields or electrons exist. However, this is not the case for every object of knowledge. There are sometimes ontological issues that cannot yet be settled by the objective procedures of judgemental rationality. In such cases, it is not clear where the force of the better argument lies, because equally good reasons (conceptual and empirical) can be presented for affirming different or conflicting opinions on the matter:


It is not that judgemental rationality does not apply …, but that judgemental rationality has not yet completed its task. Positions become nuanced and more refined. Even so, the public argument remains inconclusive and the ultimate truth indeterminate. Individually, we may each have our own hunches, perhaps even convictions, about what the truth will turn out to be. Yet, each of us recognises an inability to mount an argument that would convince even ourselves, had we intuitions different from what they are. At such a stage in public debate, it might be equally rational to hold either of two contradictory views, even though, ultimately, [at least] one must … turn out to be mistaken.16



This, according to the CR spiritualists, is exactly the state of affairs with regard to the question of whether or not God is real. Their argument is that the ‘public’ case for and against theism is, despite appearances to the contrary, symmetrical, so that judgemental rationality cannot objectively settle the debate either way: ‘Saying that judgemental rationality applies to the question of God’s existence hardly means that the question can be definitively answered. At the moment, although there certainly are irrational reasons to believe or disbelieve in God, there are also rational grounds for belief and disbelief.’17

This is where the concept of epistemic relativism assumes centre-stage in the CR spiritualists’ defence of theism, since this legitimates the rationality of religious belief by means of a kind of ‘individual standpoint theory’.18 This is deemed appropriate where the objective public arguments for or against God are indecisive. (Epistemic relativism, it should be recalled, is the position that all human knowledge-claims are necessarily perspectival, because these are all informed by the personal experiences (of reality) of individuals bound within specific cultural and social and historical horizons.) Thus, in ‘terms of epistemic relativism, we can … offer one reason why different people are disposed to believe or disbelieve in transcendent realities like God. Simply put, for whatever reason, some people personally experience such transcendent realities and interpret them as such; others do not’.19 The CR spiritualists therefore wish to establish that religious faith is rational and defensible by virtue of personal experience — personal religious experience of divinity. ‘God does act on and in the world and in such a way as can variously be experienced by us.’20 Human experiences of God are the ‘primary motivation for religious belief’ and the chief legitimation of philosophical theism. Such experiences are ‘no more likely to be a total illusion than any other form of experience’.21

Since, for the CR spiritualists, ‘the objective arguments for and against God’s existence are equally strong, or weak’, it follows, from the standpoint of epistemic relativism, that


unless and until there are compelling reasons to discount it, each of us is inclined to trust our own personal experience. Moreover, it is perfectly rational for us to do so. True, our experience often leads us astray. We experience the world as flat, but it is not. Quite often, we misperceive, hallucinate or engage in wish fulfilment. Still, we are material creatures whose very survival depends on our ability to navigate our way in the world. We could not do so effectively if, as a whole, the beliefs based on our experience were routinely incorrect. Thus, although we can be sure that individual beliefs or even entire sections of our belief system might be wrong, we do well to trust in our belief system as a whole. It follows that unless we have compelling grounds to discount a particular experience, our first impulse rationally is to trust it … If, given an atheist’s experienced absence of the transcendent, it is rational for the atheist to disbelieve in transcendent reality, then, similarly, given the religious person’s experience of transcendence, it is equally rational for the religious person to believe in transcendent reality.22



From the perspective of this individual standpoint theory, therefore,


epistemic privilege is only personal rather than public and only presumptive rather than absolute … If our personal experiences all vary and if it is epistemically rational for each of us to trust our own experience — at least presumptively, then we all approach public argument asymmetrically. All this means is that when we first come together for discussion … we will each require more convincing of a position that is counter to, rather than aligned with, our own perspective … We each personally accord the privilege to our own standpoint, and it is epistemically rational for us to do so.23



This epistemic relativity of experience could potentially trap the interlocutors of theism and atheism into incommensurable hermetically sealed paradigms, where they are dismissive of counter-arguments from the rival camp. ‘I know because I have experienced, therefore you are wrong.’ However, for the CR spiritualists, if both sides in the debate take seriously the demand of judgemental rationality, this is avoidable. For it is rational to trust one’s own experience only where this is not contradicted by the weight of objective argument and evidence:


Our personal experiences are only our point of entry to rational debate. Our experiences in themselves do not trump all other rational considerations. In particular, our putative religious experiences can be contested from many angles … [A] putative experience of God can be challenged as a social or psychological construction. Alternatively, the experience may be regarded as genuine but the object mistaken. All such possibilities need to be entertained.24



Nonetheless, they think, both religious belief and religious non-belief are presently judgementally rational. ‘Although, ontologically, at least one of these positions is mistaken, not every mistake is attributable to irrationality. At the moment, we cannot say which of these two views is mistaken. At the moment, therefore, there are rational reasons to subscribe to either.’25

Yet, given the rationality of trusting one’s own experience, ‘the objective evidence on transcendent reality is approached asymmetrically by those with and those without personal experience of transcendent reality. For each of us, the burden of proof falls on the side counter to our own experience.’26 Despite this, however, often the burden of proof for a position contrary to our own is met to our own satisfaction:


In debate … no position is publicly privileged over any other. Nor is the epistemic privilege involved absolute but only presumptive. That we each require more persuasion to surrender views which reflect our own experience or emotional investments hardly means that we cannot be so persuaded. The salutary fact is that when we engage in discussion, we quite often are so persuaded … Thus, if we are self-critical about our own experiences, we may come to revise our original interpretations of our experiences or, in some cases even, to abandon those interpretations altogether.27



Epistemic relativism means that religious beliefs are plural, according to the CR spiritualists, because religious experiences are always relative and fallible. Equally, religious non-belief or disbelief is an aspect of the plurality of beliefs, and this too is derived from the relativity and corrigibility of human experience.28 This means, from the perspective of the CR spiritualists, that religious disbelief based on non-experience of God is no more an objective proof of the non-existence of God than religious belief based on experience of God is objective proof of the contrary. Yet, in Western academic culture, we are told, theism is expected to prove its case publicly (by demonstrating that religious beliefs and experiences are true — i.e. the authentic expression of transcendence). By contrast, there is no equivalent demand placed on atheism to prove its case publicly (since it is not expected to demonstrate that religious non-belief informed by non-religious experience is a reliable indicator of the absence of transcendence).

For the CR spiritualists, this shows how the terms of engagement in the debate between religionism and secularism are asymmetrical, because they are unfairly stacked against the former in favour of the latter. There is not, they claim, a ‘level playing field’ in this debate.29


Up to now in academic circles, the atheist has occupied a privileged position in all this plurality [of beliefs about reality]. Refraining from any beliefs about transcendent reality, atheism has appeared to be the position of value-neutrality in this arena, the rational default category against which all other beliefs are measured. Yet, not even atheism is immune from epistemic relativism. Atheism … reflects its own experience, the experience of the transcendent absent. It cannot then be held, as it so often has been, especially in anthropology and sociology, that religion is something to be explained and not atheism as well … [Thus religion] enters rational dialogue in a de-privileged position when the onus is exclusively on religion to prove its case publicly. Religion cannot do so. But why should the onus not be on atheism to prove its case publicly? Atheism cannot do so any better. To put the burden of proof exclusively on religion, then, is to grant an a priori privilege to atheism.30



Indeed, a fundamental purpose of the authors of Transcendence is simply to demonstrate how the intellectual milieu has been skewed in favour of secularism, and to restore theism to its rightful place as an equal participant in rational public philosophical discourse and debate. ‘Thus, against the prevailing enlightenment assumption, it is only a rather modest position we seek to defend; whereas the religious and non-religious approach the objective data asymmetrically, the rationality and validity of their respective beliefs must be treated symmetrically.’31 Once this is accomplished, once ‘religion enters into rational dialogue as an equal, it can ably hold its own. The one qualification is that religion must truly be allowed equal entrance.’32

As Andrew Collier observes, it may seem, at first glance, that secularism and religionism cannot be treated symmetrically on the terrain of rational debate, since the ‘secularist may claim that one needs reasons for believing something but that one does not need reasons for not believing something’. However, this is not so, since ‘the secularist has, not the absence of belief in religious phenomena, but belief in their absence. The secularist is typically committed to the belief that the religious experiences of those who have them are illusory …‘ This means, he says, that secularism ‘is not a neutral position, and the idea that religion is an extra belief beyond “ordinary” beliefs is not a neutral description of the case but a partisan, secularist description’.33

But, if God is real, and therefore if religiosity is true, how can the false consciousness of the atheist be explained? For the CR spiritualists, whereas secularists regard theism as expressing the limitations imposed on human beliefs by epistemic relativism, for them the boot is on the other foot. If theism is bound by the constraints of epistemic relativism, then so too is atheism. Thus, for them, it is the religious disbelief of the atheists which reflects the corrigibility of beliefs:


Their absence of religious experience is itself a kind of experience. The absence of religious experience is epistemically relative too, subject to prevailing norms, circumstances and conceptual schemes. It is subject even to such factors of personal biography as resistances, prejudices and preferences. Perhaps, for whatever reason, atheists and agnostics are just not situated so as to experience transcendental reality. Perhaps they experience transcendent reality but fail to attend to it. Perhaps they experience transcendent reality and attend to it but interpret it in more mundane ways. In any case, the purported absence of experience is no less corrigible than the experience of presence.34



This asymmetry of the terms of debate between theists and atheists is attributed by the CR spiritualists to the pervasive influence of secularism in modern Western culture. Doubtless this also explains why the ‘false consciousness’ that for them is atheism has become immeasurably more widespread and influential in modern society than in any previous form of society. We in the West, we are told, are in thrall to this secular culture, which is defined as a culture of consumerism and instrumentalism and commodification. In Collier’s words:


It is clear that contemporary European culture is overwhelmingly secular, that is, secularisms have many more adherents than religions. This is less clear of the USA where a large majority claim to believe in God. However, Doug Porpora has shown in his … book Landscapes of the Soul that there has been what might be called secularisation of the emotions in the USA, leaving assent to the proposition that God exists intact, but without it moving the believers to the feelings and actions that would follow rationally from such a belief … Thus it may be said that the economically and politically dominating cultures today are secular, though the Third World is still overwhelmingly religious.35



This secular culture, or culture of secularism, the CR spiritualists claim, is an accomplished fact of contemporary Western society, is historically ‘unparalleled’, and is the product of capitalism and enlightenment:


If religions and secularisms are simply different placings of ultimate concern, we can ask what is the religious meaning of this unique historical event of secularization: where has ultimate concern come to be placed? There can be little doubt as to the answer: the history of secularization and secularity is the history of bourgeois revolutions and capitalism. Religion always poses a problem for capitalism because, by saying that some things are sacred, it insists that not everything is saleable … In order for capitalism to have a clear path, it needs to profane all that is sacred; there must be no limits to what is saleable. The totalitarian commercialism which is now the established Church throughout the West has come close to achieving this.36



Consequently, atheism, according to Collier, just as much as theism (if not more), ought to be subject to the hermeneutics of suspicion, as mystificatory ideology. ‘Most atheists, if they worship anything, worship something which really exists but is not worthy of worship’, namely money. ‘The religious name for capitalism is mammon-worship. The identification of mammon-worship as a religion goes back to Jesus’ saying that you cannot serve God and mammon, and to Paul’s characterization of covetousness as idolatry.’ In its most typical form, then, modern secularism is viewed by Collier as the idolatrous ‘ideology of capitalism’: ‘There are very good reasons for capitalists to be secularists, and to want their customers to be secularists. But these are not good reasons for believing secularism to be true.’37

Alternatively, though less typically, as Collier remarks, atheists ‘may place ultimate concern in their nation-state or their family’. Least typically, the atheist may, as Marx did, place his or her ultimate concern in ‘human emancipation’. But, even here, in the atheistic ideas of Marx and Marxism, Collier detects a ‘continuity’ with ‘bourgeois secularism’. For a start, Collier reminds us that many self-styled Marxists have not served universal humanity, but have instead made an idol of state power. Second, Collier makes the point that the radical atheism of typical Marxists actually serves the goals of capitalism rather than those of socialism:


[W]hen modern socialists take up militant secularism, they are tilting at windmills which the capitalists would be only too happy to see demolished by the property developers. (For instance, the evacuation of Christian symbols from Christmas festivities by some Labour councils does not leave an ideologically neutral festival — an impossibility — but one dedicated exclusively to capitalist commerce.)



For Collier, it makes no sense for Marxists to alienate the religious. ‘After all, the consensus among the religious minority today is definitely to the left of the mainstream secular consensus, as is shown in the Churches’ support for Jubilee 2000 campaign for the remission of Third World debt.38 Finally, with regard to Marx’s own secularism, as Collier tells it,


Marx inherited the secularism of the French Enlightenment and the French Revolution, and was a bourgeois secularist before he became a communist. His (and Engels’) bitter tribute to the bourgeoisie in the Communist Manifesto shows a sneaking admiration for bourgeois iconoclasm, as well as contempt for bourgeois mammon-worship. Yet these are two sides of the same coin … If bourgeois secularism is under suspicion as mammon-worship, I am not at all sure that some aspects of Marx’s secularism should not come under suspicion too as influences he should have cast off when he abandoned bourgeois politics. Perhaps Marx was a secularist because Voltaire was a secularist. But Voltaire was no critic of mammon.39



In any case, whatever its origins or causes, for the CR spiritualists, it is this secular culture of modernity that has ensured that ‘in academic circles particularly, the intellectual baseline is atheism’,40 so that theism is automatically subject to the hermeneutics of suspicion, whereas atheism is not. Thus: ‘What makes religion seem different is the legacy of the enlightenment. It is an unexamined legacy of the enlightenment that we privilege atheism as the intellectual baseline and make religion alone as something which is to be explained or defended.’41

Yet this problem of asymmetry (and hence of judgemental irrationality) is, according to Margaret Archer, especially acute amongst social scientists:


Throughout their history the social sciences have privileged atheism. They are an extended example of the general asymmetry between the need to justify faith, and the assumption that atheism supposedly requires no such justification. Indeed, social science bears much responsibility for enabling atheism to be presented as an epistemologically neutral position, instead of what it is, a commitment to a belief in the absence of religious phenomena.42



Indeed, Archer suggests that social scientists have tended towards atheism, but not particularly natural scientists:


Until recently, it was commonplace for sociologists to hold that progress in natural science was accountable for the ‘God of the Gaps’ — namely that divinity only kept a shrinking space where scientists had not yet trodden. However, modern scientists themselves are less inclined to view their endeavours in this zero-sum manner … Because nothing in the current enterprise of natural science ultimately hangs upon the presumption of atheism, more of its practitioners endorse the intellectually respectable position of agnosticism, while some actively explore the compatibilities between science and religion.43



According to Archer, social scientists have tended to endorse atheism, not because this is more compatible than is theism with the methods of reason and science, but for reasons which are ideological:


In part, this derived from the personal irreligiosity of the founding fathers; Durkheim and Marx were prominent ‘masters of suspicion’, whilst Weber declared himself ‘religiously unmusical’. In equal part, it can be attributed to the pervasive methodological endorsement of empiricism, which illegitimately confines investigation to observables. At best, empiricists consigned non-observables to the metaphysical realm; at worst, the non-observable was deemed ‘nonsense’ in logical positivism. In sum, empiricism confirmed the hegemony of sense data over everything that can be known. Since realism has mounted such a remorseless critique upon empiricism, a parallel critique of its bedfellow, atheism, is now overdue.44



In sociological circles, Archer claims, God-talk is placed out of bounds, because the reality of God is incompatible with two erroneous perspectives that have been dominant in the Western academy since the enlightenment. First, God-talk is incompatible with the ‘anthropocentric’ perspective of naturalistic humanism, or homo economicus, which she says is ‘true to the enlightenment tradition’,45 since it was ‘the enlightenment which allowed the “death of God” to issue in titanic Man’.46 This, she says, reduced the human subject to a logocentric individual, unshaped by external forces, and governed by purely egoistic and instrumental rationality: ‘As the heritage of the enlightenment tradition, “Modernity’s Man” was a model which had stripped down the human being until he had one property alone, that of instrumental rationality, namely the capacity to maximise his preferences through means-ends relationships and so to optimise his utility’.47 Second, God-talk is incompatible with the ‘sociocentric’ perspective, especially of postmodernists, which holds that human beings are wholly products of society, and that the world of human experience is entirely socially mediated, so that it is for all intents and purposes a cultural or linguistic construct.

These imperialistic perspectives, Archer rightly claims, dissolve by theoretical fiat all non-social conditioning influences (including those of nature and, from her perspective, divinity) that might act to shape human experience and consciousness.48 This dissolves right at the start, without argument, the very possibility that religious experience could be real experience of its object, God. As Morgan correctly notes, for Archer, indeed for the other CR spiritualists,


atheism is conflated with value-neutrality by a social science that tends to either treat all religions as, in a postmodern sense, equally ‘true’ or performative, and in a positivist-empiricist sense, equally ‘false’ or meaningless … In both cases the consequence is that God is bracketed off from religious experience and religious experience as a subject of inquiry loses any sense that it is the experience of an individual of a potentially genuine entity. Religion becomes no more or less than a social practice, ritual, performance or text.49



Now, having established (to their own satisfaction) the rational defensibility of theism from the standpoint of ‘personal experience’, the CR spiritualists go on to articulate a very specific theology that is supposedly based on these grounds, but which is also philosophically informed by both revealed theology and process theology, and to a lesser extent by natural theology. The end-result is reckoned to be compatible with CR. Paradoxically, perhaps, given their opposition to fundamentalist-style infallibilism, and their acknowledgement of the corrigibility of beliefs derived from personal experience, the CR spiritualists are not at all shy about presenting a suspiciously exact (and rather orthodox) Christian specification of the attributes and purposes of God:


God is the alpha and the omega, the beginning and the end. God is the origin of the universe and the telos towards which it returns. God not only creates the universe, establishing its ultimate, ontological properties, but also sustains the universe in each moment. God is the ultimate ground or deepest truth of all things and hence of all beings. In God, reality finds its coherent totality. Existentially and essentially, God is the ground of all grounds, the One who makes possible all possibilities … From a CR perspective, what is real is real even if it does not act or otherwise manifest itself in a way that is observed. That applies to God. God remains independently real even without a world to act on or a humanity to experience God’s manifestations. At the same time, however, we believe that God does act on and in the world and in such a way as can variously be experienced by us. God is real as the alethic truth of the world, the source from which the world originates and its ultimate meaning. When we humans direct ourselves to this ultimate meaning through religious rituals, we experience it as the sacred. Beyond our direct experience, God also acts in the world, structuring its historical unfolding. In many Western religious traditions, God particularly stands with and acts for the poor and oppressed, ever struggling in the direction of greater justice. Thus, for us, God is not only a Platonic ideal — the God of the philosophers — but a living God who also acts.50



Later, we are informed that God is also a ‘spaceless’, ‘non-corporeal’ and ‘omniscient’ being.51 God is also a ‘being whose actions depend upon abrogations of the fundamental categorial structures of space, time and causality upon which human agency is totally dependent’.52 This means that, ‘since God freely decides which laws are operative, the operations of his own psyche cannot be made to depend on laws’.53 This would appear to attribute to God the power to work ‘nature miracles’ if he so chose, yet the CR spiritualists do not appear to want to defend these in the Bible. Certainly, as spaceless, non-corporeal and omniscient, God ‘knows all logical consequences and the falsity of all their contradictories’, does ‘not have to work inferentially … for he knows’, and is immune to ‘temporal intervention of contingencies’,54 so that ‘there is no time gap between divine intention and intervention’, which ‘means accepting that in divine intentionality, actions and outcomes are compacted into a single “fiat”’.55 Paradoxically, perhaps, given that God had earlier been described as ‘beginning’ and ‘end’ (of the universe, of the cosmos, of the multiverse), God is also later deemed to be ‘eternal’ (hence as having no origin or end). All of this is admitted as being so far ‘beyond our “ordinary experience” … that we cannot get our human heads round it at all’.56

Finally, God is described as neither wholly Transcendent Other (because this would place God entirely beyond the world and thus human experience and make it impossible to speak meaningfully of him at all) nor totally immanent in the world (because this eliminates totally God’s transcendence so that he is simply Nature, warts and all).57


Instead, we subscribe to a view of God as both transcendent and immanent. While God is immanent in the world, God exceeds the world. God is more than the world itself, even the world as a totality. Conversely, the world is not co-extensive with God, because not all of the world is of God. In our opinion, some of the world is even opposed to God.58



On the one hand, the view of God as Transcendent Other fails, because it is illogical to postulate the existence of such a God (for that which is wholly unintelligible and inaccessible cannot be an object of knowledge), and because such a God could not be absolute goodness (for that which is wholly Other is totally indifferent to human or terrestrial concerns). On the other hand, the view of God as totally immanent in nature fails because this reduces God to human experience and knowledge (a species of anthropocentrism that also commits the epistemic fallacy of collapsing ontology into epistemology), and because this also withholds the status of supreme goodness from God (since, on this view, the world is full of evil as well as goodness, and God is the world and no more than the world).

Thus, this ontological view of God as ‘transcendence-within-immanence’, conjoined with an epistemology of God’s limited knowability (‘where the limits are entailed by our human limitations and where the knowability is entailed by God’s supreme goodness, which of its nature cannot be fully concealed’),59 is regarded by the CR spiritualists as the only form of theology that is defensible. In part, this is because it is seen as the only way to resolve the age-old problem of explaining the existence of evil in the world. For,


if the world itself is divinised as total immanence implies, what are we to make of evil? Is evil also of God? Stoicism maintained that evil is an illusion, that what appears evil to us is, nevertheless, some essential part of a greater, cosmic good … It seems to us, on the contrary, that no greater, cosmic purpose could possibly be blessed that relies on such means as colonialism, Hiroshima or the Holocaust. Thus, it seems sounder to say that although God is in the world, not all in the world is of God. Instead, the world variously resists or even opposes God. There is illusion, error and even wilful sin. In addition to God, the world also contains evil. The conclusion here is that the immanence of God cannot be exhaustive of either God or the world: each must also be partially independent of the other.60



Thus, quite rightly, the CR spiritualists will have no truck with the classical theological ‘moral gymnasium theory’ as the solution to the problem of evil, whereby what appears evil is not because it serves a greater good. On the contrary, for them, ‘what looks like evil in the world is very often exactly that’.61 The concept of God as transcendence-within-immanence opens the door to a possible resolution of the problem of evil without denying that evil is just evil, since this allows that the world is more (in the sense of less) than God, and that this ‘surplus’ is ungodly.

This is not the end of the matter, however, for some account is still needed of how the ungodly surplus (evil) exists at all, given that God is commonly regarded in the Christian tradition as being both absolute power and absolute virtue. For the CR spiritualists, the issue is solved by ‘accepting limitations to [God’s] omnipotence, which we are willing to concede, though many theologians would not be’.62 In effect, the CR spiritualists withdraw from God his traditional status of omnipotence, whilst at the same time preserving all of his other perfect properties — such as absolute love, absolute truth, absolute omniscience, in a word absolute goodness. On this view, the God at work in history is a struggling God who suffers with us. ‘Omnipotence is not challenged by the original divine conference of free will upon humankind, but it is restricted by God’s forbearing to rescind our autonomy — and his bearing with its consequences’. After all, we are told, we should worship goodness, not power, and we are reminded that ‘God can be plenty powerful without being all-powerful’.63 Such consequences endured by God (by virtue of his lack of complete omnipotence) include having to adapt himself to his human creations, so that he is ‘constrained if he wishes to communicate himself’ by the limitations of finite human understanding.64 This solution, they suggest, also has the advantage of undercutting one of the chief objections of atheists to religion, the incompatibility of evil in the world with the existence of God.

Now, since personal religious experience is, for the CR spiritualists, the fundamental ground, the chief legitimization, of religious epistemology, it is of course incumbent on them to explain what exactly it is, how it is acquired, how it is related to the philosophical aspect of theism, and to justify its epistemic status as the chief source of religious knowledge. According to the CR spiritualists, in essence, religious experience constitutes ‘a personal awareness of God as the ultimate reality’.65 Such awareness takes on manifold forms. ‘Most strikingly, these include experiences of which God is the direct object … Also included are experiences of nature as God’s creation, of the work of God in human affairs, visions of God incarnate, and so forth.’66 Religious experiences may include a sense of passive ‘contemplation’ of God, also (in the case of the mystics) of being totally absorbed or engulfed by divinity or unified with divinity.67 More typically, they include a profound sensing of the presence of the holy or sacred in the everyday and empirical worlds. Occasionally, they would include even the perception of a miraculous happening: ‘a miracle … is always more than just a supernatural boon. To be a miracle — as opposed to an effect of, say, magic — the boon must also be a manifestation specifically of God.’68

Such experiences, of which God himself is the direct object, are not (and could not possibly be), it is claimed, sensory experiences, derived from the outside sensual world. ‘The awareness of God is not like sense perception’,69 and therefore to suggest that religious experience be subject to empirical checking is to resort to shallow empiricism, and to regard all reality as accessible as sense-data, as observable phenomena. On the contrary: ‘Religious experience … depends upon a non-observable generative mechanism (divine action towards us), and its equally non-observable sensing (by human subjects).’70 The experiencing of divinity is not ‘sense-experience’ inasmuch as its object (God) is objectively or empirically apprehendable as sense-data garnered from the material world. Rather, religious experience is of the status of nonempirical, non-sensual ‘sensing’. This is where the object of experience (God) reveals itself, not in the phenomenal world, but wholly in the consciousness of the subject, or communicates with the subject purely as from subject-to-subject, so that there is a meeting of minds, a drawing together of finite spirit and Absolute Spirit, an unmediated registering of the voice of God or other sensations of transcendence within the head of the recipient.

For Archer, because sensory-experience is indeed fundamental to our navigation of the material world, it is ‘allowed to exercise an epistemic imperialism that contradicts realist ontology. Inconsistent realists then take their own lack of personal religious awareness as a reason for dismissing its possibility, which becomes decisive when they cannot be so positioned as to experience it.’71 Archer’s point is that, in accordance with epistemic relativism, something can be objectively real without it being experienceable by anyone, or without it being experienced by all, or without it being experienced in a similar way by those who have experienced it. This is the case with God. To be experienceable, God must reveal himself to human beings, which he can choose not to do. Moreover, in ‘experience, there are no constant conjunctures between emission and reception, so universal reception cannot define the ontological status of transmission’.72 Thus, God can reveal himself in different ways. And he can be experienced differently by people who are differently situated, for example culturally and historically, which can lead to misrecognition. Equally, just as not everyone can experience or appreciate perfect pitch in music, and just as not everyone can experience or appreciate wine as the sommelier does, not everyone is able to experience or appreciate God.73

How, according to the CR spiritualists, is personal religious experience related to religious practices? For them, religious experiences do not, as a rule, simply ‘happen’. Rather, they have to be ‘achieved’ or ‘accomplished’. The role of religious practices is to render human beings ‘receptive’ to religious experiences. By means of specifically religious methods and disciplines (participating in religious rituals or ceremonies of collective worship, engaging in private or public prayer, solitary meditation, contemplation, etc.), individuals are able to ‘open up’ to God or ‘tune in’ to God, which otherwise would not be possible.74

How, according to the CR spiritualists, is religious experience related to religious knowledge? For them, although the basis of religious knowledge resides in religious experience, there is (in the validation of theism) a role for philosophical reasoning that is not derived directly from the standpoint of personal experience. For example, there is a role for biblical criticism, based upon historical and empirical methods of inquiry, inasmuch as this allows the rationalization of faith by separating the authentic from inauthentic factual events and moral teachings (especially of the life of the real ‘historical’ Jesus) outlined in the holy book.75 Furthermore, natural theology is regarded by the CR spiritualists as valuable, because it provides good objective philosophical arguments for affirming the existence of a designing super-intelligence behind nature. Thus, the CR spiritualists think that the teleological argument, or argument from design, once revamped and updated (in the light of recent developments in the physical sciences and cosmology), can be shown to be defensible and persuasive.76

On the CR version of the teleological argument, the terrain of debate is shifted away from the usual test-case of biology (favoured by creationists) and instead placed on the ground of elementary physics and cosmology. From this perspective, the fact that the universe is incredibly finely tuned, so that the slightest variations in elementary forces and fundamental conditions would make life (especially conscious life) impossible, this is taken as evidence that it almost certainly must have had a conscious designer. As Collier puts it: ‘One way of making teleology in nature non-mysterious is by postulating a non-human intelligence behind it. And there needs to be some way of making teleology non-mysterious: it requires explanation.’77

Of course, Collier is clear that ‘a non-human intelligence’ is not the only way of explaining ‘teleology’ in nature. ‘For we are familiar with another explanation of teleology in nature, namely natural selection. Since Darwin, the functionality of animal organs, the goal of animal dances, can be explained in evolutionary terms, without recourse to a designing intelligence.’ Nonetheless, Collier wishes to affirm that certain aspects of the natural world are almost certainly explainable only in terms of intelligent design. As he puts it,


for the teleological argument to work, one would need to show that there were some teleological phenomena in nature that cannot be accounted for by natural selection. And it seems that there are, namely the so-called ‘anthropic coincidences’ in cosmology … Of course, a third explanation for teleological phenomena, apart from natural selection and intelligence, may yet be discovered. But at the present state of knowledge, the idea of an intelligence behind nature looks like an odds-on bet.78



For this reason, and taking the argument a step further, it is quite reasonable, argues Porpora, to suppose that the universe was planned teleologically to allow the existence of human beings.79 As he puts it: ‘It is not so outrageous to suppose that something like us was meant to be here. Ours is not just any old universe, but one that physicists describe as “fine-tuned” for the possibility of life. Whatever its origin, our universe could not appear more as if it had been designed to be this way.’80 Humans, Porpora suggests, are indeed meant to be here, because the chance of human-type creatures evolving by random cause-and-effect mechanisms is just negligible. And, if our existence was intended, then we exist for a purpose: to fulfil a divine cosmic plan. According to Porpora, organic life, even in our ‘designed’ universe, is likely to be phenomenally improbable, such is the highly specialized and rarified conditions that would allow it, and therefore it is entirely reasonable to suppose that human-level intelligent life could be so rare it might exist only on planet earth.81 This, he thinks, places humanity at the centre of the cosmos. As Porpora speculates:


If the entire immensity of the universe was required for intelligent life to emerge even just once, then that vastness is perhaps not a measure of our insignificance but a marker of our almost exorbitant importance. The question asserts itself: Were we or something like us meant to be here? If so, what are we here to do? If this entire, immense universe went through all the trouble of coming into existence to yield something like us, what pursuit befits our arrival?82



Porpora thinks he knows the answer. His God is a Marxist. Consequently, the purpose of humanity is to struggle collectively for a fully emancipated world:


The choice is between viewing ourselves as cosmically insignificant and viewing ourselves as cosmically important … Belief in God affirms that it is not just through causality that we find ourselves here. It affirms that we are also here for a reason. Whatever the reason is for our existence, it must match the grandeur of all that prepared for our arrival. That grandeur is not honoured by viewing the entire universe as just a launch pad to be discarded when after death we wing our way to heaven, having no further relation to this reality. This universe or multiverse is just too magnificent to bear no value in its own right. Thus, whatever the reason for our existence, it must include somehow bringing the universe itself to completion. That is a collective not an individual project — although to be sure we each must participate in it individually.83



On the face of it, the teleological argument (which regards ultimate causal reality as ideal or God) is incompatible with the explanatory claims of Marxism (which sees nature as governed by material factors). But the CR spiritualists deny that this is the case. So too does the CR agnostic Mervyn Hartwig. How is this possible? In his Christianity and Marxism, Collier provides an answer. He argues that Marxism should be counted as ‘a local theory not a total theory’, insofar as it is true at the level of socio-historical being, but no further. Further, he asserts, ‘even dialectical materialism as a worldview can be accepted as regionally true — true of … creation, of earth not of heaven’. There is no contradiction between spiritualism (Christianity) and materialism (Marxism), on his interpretation, because although Christianity may accept that materialism is ‘regionally true … of … nature’, the view of Marxists that natural processes have material causes does not necessarily invalidate the Christian notion that ‘God is spirit and preceded and made matter’.84 ‘Ultimate’ materialism, Collier tells us, is false, ‘but everything in the world considered aside from its relation to its creator is as if materialism is true’. This means that the ‘Christian can be a materialist about the … world and hence about history — a historical materialist’.85

For Hartwig, the CR agnostic, as for Collier, the problem is not idealism as philosophical ontology,86 but its translation into social ontology. Hartwig, like Collier, does not wish to abandon socio-historical materialism. But, again like Collier, he does wish to affirm the possibility of objective idealism at the level of ‘ultimate’ being. The problem, he suggests, is that there has normally been an ‘affinity’ between ontological and sociological idealism, not that the former is logically supportive of the latter. For him, a materialist social science is quite compatible with a theistic or idealist ontology of ‘absolute’ being. Furthermore, Hartwig thinks that ‘speculative pronouncements about the “ultimately material” nature of reality will hardly do anything to alter this affinity [between ontological and socio-historical idealism]; if anything they are likely to strengthen it’.87

Now, on the revamped cosmological version of the teleological argument of natural theology, theism as theology is irreducible to experience. However, leaving aside Porpora’s confident speculations about God and his purposes, Collier is clear that natural theology establishes only the existence of an intelligent designer, not of God, i.e. not the actual positive properties that the Christian faith wishes to ascribe to the author of intelligent design (absolute love, absolute power, perfect wisdom, perfect knowledge, unbounded creativity — including the ability to suspend or abolish the laws of nature, i.e. perform miracles, etc.). A further problem with natural theology, for Collier, is that traditionally it has reduced to a form of rationalism, whereby God’s reality is thought to have been provable by logical deduction alone. These limitations make it supplementary to a defensible religious philosophy, not its foundation. Consequently, the role of revealed theology, or revealed knowledge (based on the authority of scripture, the testimony of the prophets and saints and religious teachers, and so on) is precisely to plug that gap, to provide ‘knowledge of the nature of that intelligence’ responsible for teleology in nature.88

Yet revealed theology (knowledge) is itself based on religious experience — both ‘personal communion and the recorded and communicated experience of others’.89 And religious experience provides revealed theology with the evidential grounds for its knowledge-claims. A genuinely religious experience, for the CR spiritualists, is one in which God reveals to the recipient some aspect of his nature or will. ‘A genuinely revelatory hearing of the word of God carries with it an experience of God himself.’90 Most obviously, this experience includes the various revelations of divinity (visions or subjective ‘sensings’ of God or communications by God transmitted to his human disciples), which are translated into the Word, i.e. the teachings contained in the holy books. But religious experience also corroborates the Word (revealed theology), since the personal religious experiences of the faithful across the ages up until the present day provide rational grounds for accepting as trustworthy the teachings of scripture and of the various church authorities.

However, because religious experience is epistemically relative, hence corrigible and fallible, it cannot be accepted at face-value. Not all purportedly religious experiences are genuine revelations (of God). Other genuinely religious experiences may be misinterpreted or misrepresented. Therefore, the task of judgemental rationality (procedures of rational scholarly theological debate and argument) is to sift the authentic from the inauthentic religious experiences, and to build on the foundation of the authentic a religious epistemology that corresponds (as far as is possible) to the objective reality of God. As Collier explains:


We need to hold to two truths here, in order to avoid the epistemic fallacy [i.e. the reduction of ontology to our knowledge about it]: (1) our only access to revelation is through religious experience, and (2) religious experience can be false, can present as revealed what God has never revealed and what contradicts what God has revealed … The answer to this has three points: within ontological realism there is epistemic relativity, and within this, judgemental rationality. First, ontological realism: revelation, if it is what it claims to be, reveals God’s nature (or on some occasions, his will) as it is. If a putative revelation does not do this, it is false and hence no revelation at all. Only because there is some truth about God’s nature can there be such a thing as a revelation of it. And that truth is independent of our knowledge of it. Hence, any particular putative revelation (that is, any religious experience) is fallible. Second, because there is no access to revelation independent of experience, we are thrown back in our attempt to establish what is really revealed on the relativity of our fallible experience. But, third, this does not mean that we are not able to judge in a rational and well-founded (though still fallible) way between different religious experiences yielding conflicting information about God, because we can argue rationally about religious experiences.91



Therefore, religious experiences, and the ongoing process of reflecting on them and theorizing their meaning (which is the role of theologians and religious scholars), allows (and has allowed) the progressive rationalisation of theist philosophy. For the CR spiritualists, Morgan observes: ‘Religion is a living body of belief that can grow and progress.’92

This, then, is the philosophical case that the CR spiritualists make out for theism. It may be briefly summarized as follows:

    1 The reality of God is a meaningful question. This is because there is an objective reality independent of our human conceptions and knowledge about the nature of that reality. So it is perfectly acceptable to inquire whether or not that reality includes God.

    2 There is no good reason for a theist to give up belief in God whilst the matter of God’s existence (or non-existence) remains open or unsettled by objective scientific knowledge/evidence or rational philosophical argument.

    3 The matter of God’s existence (or non-existence) does indeed remain open, since there is an equivalence or symmetry between objective evidence and argument for and against the existence of God. Neither theists nor atheists have the upper hand in the debate. Objective evidence in favour of theism includes teleology in nature, and the historical ubiquity of religious experience itself. Objective evidence contrary to theism includes the existence of evil in the world.

    4 Given the equivalence of objective argument and evidence for and against God’s existence, it is judgementally rational for us to base our beliefs on the issue on what our personal experience informs us is the case. If we have personally experienced God, it is perfectly rational for us to affirm God’s reality. If we have not personally experienced God, it is perfectly rational for us to deny God’s reality. Therefore, religious experience is the rational basis of theist beliefs, just as non-religious experience is the rational basis of atheist beliefs.

    5 However, religious non-experience, no more or less than religious experience, ought to be subject to the hermeneutics of suspicion. This is because all human knowledge-claims are epistemically relative, and therefore corrigible and fallible, including non-religious ones. Therefore, if religious experience is corrigible and fallible, by virtue of epistemic relativism, and is thus potentially a form of false consciousness (because a misapprehension of reality), then equally so too is non-religious experience. If theism is expected to prove the existence of God, then atheism should equally be expected to prove God’s non-existence. But, given epistemological stalemate, neither can do so.

    6 Nonetheless, there are good grounds for supposing that atheism is false consciousness. This is because atheism is a form of belief that has been shaped as much by the instrumental and logocentric culture of enlightenment and by a capitalist culture of consumerism and materialism as by objective rational argument and evidence. Secularism is therefore rightly under suspicion of being a form of bourgeois ideology (motivated especially by money-worship).

    7 Although both belief and disbelief in God is currently rationally derivable from the standpoint of experience, that is not the end of the matter, for the respective truth-claims of theism and atheism, in accordance with the criterion of judgemental rationality, ought to remain for the rival protagonists the subject of public debate. Both theism and atheism must be open to objective argument and counter-argument, whereby the issue could be settled one way or the other (such as on the grounds of new scientific knowledge or evidence). Both theists and atheists, if they are bound by judgemental rationality, must be prepared to submit to the force of the better argument. Both must be prepared to abandon their perspective if this is falsified or disconfirmed by the weight of objective argument and evidence.

    8 A defensible theism, although it is derived from personal experience, may be legitimately based on revealed knowledge (since this too ultimately is derived from experience). Yet theism may be corroborated or enhanced by philosophical arguments that are irreducible to experience (such as the argument from design and the argument from unconditional love). Such a theism can be shown to overcome the most important objections of secular critics of religion.

This is the theism of the CR spiritualists. What are we to make of these arguments upon which it is based? Here it is necessary to pose some salient questions. (1) Do the CR spiritualists establish God as a properly meaningful object of rational knowledge, and one consistent with the CR philosophy of science? (2) Are they successful in their avowed aim of establishing the equal rationality of religious belief and religious disbelief on the objective grounds of scientific/philosophical argument and evidence? (3) Most importantly, given its centrality to their case, do they demonstrate that personal experience (whether religious or non-religious) is a defensible ground (or adequate rational motive) for affirming either religious belief or religious disbelief? (4) Do the CR spiritualists establish good grounds for supplementing religious experience as a source of religious knowledge, on the terrain of natural theology, or for deriving revealed theology from personal religious experience, and regarding such knowledge as trustworthy? (5) Do the CR spiritualists make out a convincing argument for distrusting the philosophical claims of atheism, on the grounds that these are ideologically contaminated by the logocentric and instrumental culture of enlightenment, and by a specifically bourgeois secularism? (6) Are they, therefore, correct in their diagnosis that theism and atheism have not, since the enlightenment and the subsequent consolidation of a secular culture in the West, been treated fairly or symmetrically as intellectual players on an ‘even playing field’, so that the terms of debate and engagement are heavily biased in favour of atheism? (7) Finally, is their specific conceptualization of God or divinity rationally defensible (even logically assertable) on the evidential grounds of religious experience and revealed knowledge? The reasonableness and persuasiveness of their defence of theism hinges on the answers to these (and related) questions. It is, therefore, to the consideration of these issues that my analysis now turns.

(1) Is God a meaningful object of rational knowledge, and one that is consistent with CR?

For a debate to be possible on the issue of the existence or non-existence of God, it must be acknowledged that the subject of the debate is a meaningful one, otherwise there is no point in participating in it. Therefore, it is a condition of possibility of any such debate that the participants embrace a realist epistemology and ontology, at least implicitly. It is just because theists and atheists both recognize that there is a distinction between epistemology and ontology (or knowledge and its object), so that there is a real world independent of our beliefs about it, by virtue of which our beliefs are either true or false, that they would engage each other in a discussion about who is right and who is wrong. So long as the parties did not view their own beliefs as incorrigible or infallible (which is exactly what epistemic relativism demands), so that they are open to the possibility that their own views are mistaken, such a debate would be consistent with the criterion of judgemental rationality. Again, a condition of possibility of such a debate is exactly the acceptance of judgemental rationality, at least implicitly. The starting point of the CR spiritualists’ defence of theism is therefore entirely reasonable. God is indeed a meaningful object of rational knowledge. However, this is only in the specific sense that his existence or non-existence is at least rationally debatable.

But, as we shall see, this does not mean that the specific account of divinity the CR spiritualists present, or indeed any other account yet presented by theists, is either meaningful or defensible. Yet the implication of the argument of the CR spiritualists is that this too follows from ontological realism. This position appears to be based on a misapprehension of the CR distinction between the intransitive and transitive domains of reality, or between epistemology and ontology. Yes, of course, reality exists apart from our knowledge of reality, so that epistemology is not ontology, and current knowledge is always incomplete and provisional, often false, and can never mirror the world. But to conclude from this that God-talk is perfectly appropriate in rational discourse is to smuggle in another position — namely that we should include in our ontology things even if we have no current knowledge of their existence, because we cannot say for certain they do not exist.

This is to attribute equivalent weight to non-knowledge vis-à-vis fallible knowledge, which is hardly a CR position! The CR position would be to say that, although epistemology is not ontology, so that the transitive and intransitive are never synchronized, it is nonetheless entirely rational to base one’s ontological judgements on what our epistemology allows us to speak of the world. We can attribute to ontology only that of which we are knowledgeable. Yet the distinction between epistemology and ontology still holds, because one thing we know is that our current knowledge (and methods of acquiring it) is fallible, inexact, partial, provisional, and contingent, so that any correspondence between knowledge and reality is always approximate or relative. Thus, although it is meaningful to debate God’s existence, this does not mean it is meaningful to positively assert God’s reality. If God is not real, it is not meaningful to claim that he is.

For the CR spiritualists, to judge God-talk as inadmissible as rational knowledge is to commit the epistemic fallacy. The epistemic fallacy is defined as


the fallacious inference that because there is no epistemologically objective view of the world, there is also no objective world ontologically … What epistemic relativism does mean is that all our judgements are socially and historically situated. Our judgements are conditioned by our circumstances, by what we know at the time and by the prevailing criteria of evaluation. For this reason among others, our judgements are always fallible. Epistemic relativism further means that we are each positioned to see the world somewhat differently. Our experiences of the world vary … Epistemic relativism means that our knowledge or beliefs about reality are always socially and historically conditioned. The criteria we use to decide upon the truth, and the concepts by which we express it, are all fallible. Moreover, we arrive at truth — when we arrive at all — without foundations, without fail-safe methods that can be determined in advance of enquiry.93



Now, when CR scholars refer to the epistemic fallacy, they are typically drawing our attention to the erroneous philosophical notion that reality is exhausted by our current theories of it, so that ontology is reducible to epistemology. However, the definition of the epistemic fallacy offered by the CR spiritualists is subtly different, since this smuggles in additional (and unwarranted) premises. On their interpretation, we commit the epistemic fallacy if we do not accept that beliefs are admissible as rational knowledge-claims, simply because we cannot rule out the existence of their objects.

This is an over-extension of the applicability of the concept of epistemic relativism as a source of critique. For sure, reality is composed of unobservable entities and mechanisms, which are not directly apprehendable by means of sense-perception. For sure, epistemology is not ontology. But, in science, we can deduce and inductively validate the reality of unobservables. This is because the unobservables in question generate empirical effects which do impinge upon us as sense-data, and because (based on our theories of the unobservables responsible for empirical phenomena) we can actually manipulate and harness the world in the service of human interests. Science would be impossible unless this was the case. In religion, by contrast, we cannot deduce or inductively verify the reality of the relevant unobservables, since the experiences that are supposed to do this work are hugely disputable (only the religious accept them as valid). One reason for this is that these religious experiences are denied any empirical or sensory access point by which they can be objectively corroborated. Another reason is that postulating the relevant unobservables (God and divine action) does not lead to enhanced human control over the environment. A further reason is that theology does not possess a body of philosophy that has made anything close to a coherent defence of the transcendental.

Does the critique of the epistemic fallacy commit us to anti-foundationalism, as the CR spiritualists assert? Well, it depends on how far one pushes the point. Some methods of inquiry, such as those of the analytical-empirical sciences, although not infallible, are tried-and-tested routes to knowledge, so these really are foundational in a certain sense. If we want to acquire objective knowledge of the working relations between things, we know that the methods of science are pretty much an odds-on bet. And we also know that recipe knowledge yields real truths, by virtue of practical trial-by-error engagements with the sensual world.

The critique of foundationalism (i.e. the idea of the inherent fallibility of knowledge, and of all methods of acquiring it) is used by postmodernists to deny the objectivity of all beliefs, irrespective of the kinds of practices that have yielded them. The authors of Transcendence use the denial of foundationalism rather differently. For them, the problem with scientific concepts and methods of argument/evidence is that these are narrowly ‘empiricist’. As such, they cannot be deployed to assess the validity of religious experiences and practices whose object lies outside and beyond sense-perception and the methods of empirical testing. The CR critique of ‘empiricism’ is thus appropriated to affirm the rationality of basing knowledge-claims on spiritualistic practices (prayer, meditation, etc.) that have no sensory or empirical mediation or foundation. For the CR spiritualists, since science and practical recipe knowledge, both of which have an inductive element, are fallible, and are also ‘empiricist’ (by virtue of the inductive demand to corroborate or test theory empirically), then why privilege these as always-and-everywhere the most rational means of getting closer to the objective truth of the world? If ‘empiricism’ is discredited, and if no set of methods can be seen in principle as better (i.e. more ‘foundational’) than others, then why not, they argue, affirm the equivalent value of religious practices as a route to real ontological truths about the world? For sure, these are ‘fallible’, but so too are all knowledge-yielding practices.

The problem is, of course, that the analytical-empirical methods of science are not equivalent to empiricism. Empiricism is the discredited philosophical doctrine that knowledge is exhausted by sensory experience (since in a world of event regularities this provides immediate access to reality) and can therefore be proven inductively. The practice of science, on the contrary, merely involves utilizing inductive methods to corroborate empirically the nature of the causality of structural generative mechanisms, as these generate events at the phenomenal level. This does not presuppose invariant event regularities at work in the world, since nature is an open system. Rather, the experimental method (or methodological equivalents) is designed to artificially create closed systems, so that mechanisms can be activated and their effects tested empirically, i.e. inductively. Nor does this yield infallible knowledge; rather, at best, this generates forms of knowledge that approximate closer and closer to correspondence with objective reality, whereas at worst this leads us up blind alleys. But the empirical methodology of science does provide rational grounds for affirming the provisional and relative truths that scientific inquiry yields, because these methods are designed to create conditions by which nature can either problematize or support (to greater or lesser degrees of certainty) our theories of how it works (or how a particular part of it works).

In contrast, by assimilating the empirical ‘moment’ of scientific rationality and practice to ‘empiricism’, the CR spiritualists downgrade the rationality of science, de-privilege its objectivity, and undercut its foundational status with regard to knowledge-production. This dubious strategy renders more plausible the notion that there are alternative or additional ‘ways of knowing’ the ontological truth of reality, which can take us beyond science, and which do not suffer its limitations. Once the empirical dimension of rational knowledge is downgraded, falsely assimilated to empiricism, it is possible to assert that it is possible to refer meaningfully to ontological truths that cannot be empirically tested, and to methods of knowledge-construction that deny a meaningful role to empirical investigation. The truths become intuitive, or based on logical deductions, or (more typically) based on a form of subjective experience that has no sensory input, no physical or material dimension (other than that the human mind perhaps needs a physical parcel as its bearer — at least on the worldly terrain — in order to be the recipient of such transcendental experiences), and so no external objective means of validation.

The concept of religious experience as an alternative or parallel, indeed deeper, route to truth can now come into its own. The communication of ‘higher spirit’ with ‘lower spirit’ (and vice versa) has no physiological mediation; this is not ‘body language’, such as we can observe in the animal kingdom. Nor is this communication between human subject and God necessarily dialogic, such that its symbolic meaning rests upon ‘agitated layers of sound’, which again can be experienced (and corroborated) sensually. Rather, this may be a form of communication that is wordless and soundless. In any case, it is a form of communication that is purely intersubjective, a union of minds (ours and God’s), and one whose possibility cannot be explained by science. It is quite simply beyond scientific assertability, for which experience of objects must start from sense-perception, and for which communication with another being must depend on the possession by both parties of certain organismic properties — bodies, brains, CNS-complexes, vocal cords, etc. Incidentally, such spiritual experience is also beyond the capacity of theology or religious philosophy to articulate rationally or coherently. This is why mysticism has always been a significant element of most religious traditions, according to which union with God is an experience that is inexpressible in words, impossible to communicate, since finite minds cannot grasp the nature of infinitude.94

Whatever one makes of this, it is not consistent with the CR philosophy of science, for which rationally assertable knowledge-claims (where these cannot be derived from transcendental deductive logics) must be compatible with and informed by and based on the work of the sciences. The theoretical problem with it is that it is impossible to evaluate the objective status or meaning of experiences that are denied any sensual or empirical mediation or access-point. Those who have such experiences (of union with God) cannot express them intelligibly to those who have not, since these are irredeemably subjective, and those who have not had them have no means of understanding or validating the experiences of those who have. But, since this is the case, it is unclear how such experiences can be made the foundation of a religious epistemology. To do so we must be enjoined to take at face-value the claims of the mystics and other recipients of the most sublime forms of religious experiences. If we are to accept the possibility that certain of us (such as St John or Thomas Aquinas) have somehow, in ways beyond our rational knowledge to explain, participated in the experience of unification with the divine, this seems, in any case, a rather pointless admission. This is because none of the rest of us mere humans can possibly comprehend such transcendental relations. If something is, in principle, impossible to comprehend, there would appear to be no point in making this an object of knowledge. The task of knowledge should be to know of the objective properties and powers of things, not of the subjective experience of things.

(2) Are the CR spiritualists successful in establishing the equal rationality of religious belief and religious disbelief on objective grounds?

The answer to this question, I think, is negative. The problem here is a simple one: the CR spiritualists assert the equivalence of the objective public arguments and evidence (philosophical and scientific) in favour of theism and atheism, but they make no serious attempt to demonstrate it. The claim for objective equivalence or symmetry of argument/evidence is propagandist rather than rationally argued. They outline no rational criteria or ‘rules of the game’ by which the arguments for and against God’s existence may be objectively measured or compared. Instead, they settle for making a case in favour of theism, but without any significant engagement with the arguments of the atheists.

There are a number of strands to their argument. (1) They affirm that the universality (across historical and social and cultural divides) of religious experience and belief itself is strong objective evidence of God’s existence. This is on the grounds that it is highly improbable that so many people in so many different historical and social contexts could simply be wrong. (2) They seek to buttress the case for (1) by problematizing the alternative secular accounts (sociological and psychological) of religious experience and belief, especially those of Nietzsche and Marx.95 (3) They claim that ‘self-revelation of God through inspired human teachers’ should equally be counted as objective evidence of divinity, if the religious instruction is or has been provided by the saintly. This is by virtue of ‘by their truths you shall know them’.96 Or, in other words, if a religious instruction comes from someone who has lived (or who is living) a virtuous life, this is a good reason for supposing that the instruction he or she imparts ultimately comes from God. (4) They offer a revamped defence of natural theology (the cosmological version of the teleological argument).97 This is important because it demonstrates ‘traces of the work of God in nature’.98 (5) They seek to demonstrate that the work of the sciences is not incompatible with religious faith, indeed that much scientific knowledge confirms at least certain religious beliefs, and that scientific methods (such as those of biblical criticism) are typically used by theists to interrogate, rationalize and revise religious knowledge.99 (6) Finally, they also mount a transcendental argument in favour of God from certain human capacities or dispositions, which they suggest must be godly in origin. Thus, for the CR spiritualists, there are certain existents in the human world (especially the feeling and practice of ‘unconditional love’, but also the human emotional sense of ‘sinfulness’ and ‘detachment’) that presuppose the existence of transcendence as divinity.100 In this section, I will consider points (2), (5), and (6). The others will be addressed later on.

However, the failure of the CR spiritualists to establish the equivalence of objective argument and evidence in favour of the competing perspectives is a major problem, especially since included in the objective evidence they present in favour of God are factors that are not truly objective at all. As we have seen, these grounds include, most notably, subjective religious experience, scriptural authority (the Word of the holy books), and the testimony of saints (revealed knowledge). This, of course, constitutes an ‘internalist’, not ‘externalist’, logic of validation, which can satisfy no one other than the already-committed religious believer. From the perspective of the secularist, by contrast, neither revelation nor personal religious experience can be counted as objective argument or evidence in favour of God’s existence, since it is exactly the (religious) meaning and validity of such phenomena that the secularist wishes to dispute or deny. This problem appears to rule out the application of judgemental rationality to religious beliefs. How can subjective experience establish the judgemental rationality of religious belief, if the status of the subjective experience is itself the bone of contention?

Now, if the objective public arguments for and against theism just happened at present to be equivalent or symmetrical, as the CR spiritualists assert, that would be an enormous coincidence, and thus would be a rather improbable outcome. Improbabilities do happen, of course, but they are, well, improbable. Therefore, given the failure of the CR spiritualists to defend their ‘equivalence’ thesis, this should be viewed sceptically. In this case, scepticism is the correct response, for, in my view, the objective arguments and evidence for and against theism are not at all symmetrical. On the contrary, they are heavily weighted in favour of atheism.

By ‘objective’, I do not include either religious experience or religious non-experience as providing rational grounds either way. Nor do I include amongst the objective arguments/evidence for or against the ‘authority’ of ‘admired persons’ (i.e. revealed knowledge). This is because these are not, I contend, adequate grounds for affirming either theism or atheism (for reasons that will be discussed). It is not compelling evidence of God’s existence that both saints and ordinary folk believe that they have experienced him (or some aspect of his nature). Nor is it decisive evidence to the contrary that both esteemed public figures and everyday people do not believe they have experienced him (or some aspect of his nature) — although I will argue later that non-religious experience poses a bigger challenge to theism than religious experience poses to atheism. On the contrary, the arguments and evidence in favour of atheism presented so far in this chapter (and which have been advanced in the previous chapter) are not particularly derived from the standpoint of subjective experience. Rather, all of these so far (and most of those that will follow) are informed unilaterally by the methods of logic and philosophical and scientific rationality. It is on these grounds that theism is extraordinarily problematic, for reasons that I have already discussed at length.

But what about the ‘objective’ grounds for religious belief, points (2), (5) and (6) above: do these hold any water? Collier argues that the plausibility of viewing subjective religious experience/beliefs as providing strong evidence of God’s existence is enhanced by pointing out the shortcomings of secular accounts of religious experience/beliefs. Collier has in his sights the influential critiques of religiosity provided by the masters of suspicion — especially Marx and Nietzsche. Thus, Collier does not find these accounts (which portray religion as wish-fulfilment or opiate of the powerless) persuasive: ‘It would be possible to make out a case against Marx and Nietzsche that, at least in certain times and places, religion has been an ideology of liberation rather than consolation for the oppressed, and this definitely includes the religion of the pre-exilic Hebrew prophets, and arguably that of first-century Christianity.’101

Moreover, aside from historical inaccuracies, Collier wishes to affirm that the accounts of religiosity of these ‘masters of suspicion’ do not disprove the existence of the object of religion (God), but ‘at most’ problematize the rational grounds for belief in God in religious faith-traditions. Irrespective of the ‘bad’ reasons people may believe in God, such as these being the effects of social or cultural causes, God may exist. As Collier explains:


It should be noticed first what arguments from suspicion do and do not prove. They prove at most that the ideas against which they are directed would have been widely believed whether or not they were true. They do not prove that they are not true. Ideas may be held for very bad reasons, yet may turn out to be true: ‘just because you’re paranoid, that doesn’t mean they’re not out to get you’ … The critiques of religion show at most that it is produced by the social structure, whether true or false.102



Collier’s historical point of critique may find the target when applied to Nietzsche, but it does not work as a critique of Marx. As I shall show in the next chapter, Marx did not believe that religion was simply a compensatory ideology of the poor and oppressed, which functioned to acclimatize or adjust them to their own subordination. However, I think that a case can be made against Collier to the effect that religion has never been straightforwardly an ideology of liberation, which I will try to make in the next chapter. In any case, Collier’s effort to evade the force of the critique of religion provided by the masters of suspicion, by making the point that people can be religious for wrong reasons without religion being error, is rather fishy. For, if it can be shown that people believe in God (and therefore religion persists), not because they have experience of God, but rather because of their psychological needs, or the conditioning effects of social or cultural forces, or a combination of both, this seems a pretty good reason to distrust the reality of the purported object of religious belief. It does not, of course, prove that God is unreal, but it does provide a good reason for doubting his reality, by providing alternative reasons for why religious sensibility exists. For sure, it is possible that God is true, but religion is false, or that religion is true, despite having secular rather than divine causes. But this does not seem probable. It would, after all, be amazingly coincidental if (1) people believed in God, and (2) people endorsed those specific beliefs about God sanctioned by their own religions, for bad or mistaken reasons, yet these beliefs nonetheless turn out to be true.

The CR spiritualists also wish to enhance the plausibility of religious faith by disputing the arguments of sceptics that religion and science are incompatible. There are two interrelated points. First, for them, the findings of the sciences are not contrary to theism (or at least are not contrary to Christianity); indeed much scientific knowledge confirms at least certain religious beliefs. One detailed example is provided: ‘At one time, physicalist reductionism and psychological egoism were the prevailing views in several scientific disciplines. Both are incompatible with the most of the major world religions.’ However, as the CR spiritualists go on to say, the discrediting and abandonment of ‘physicalist reductionism’ and ‘psychological egoism’ in philosophical psychology has subsequently vindicated a religious standpoint on the mind-body relationship controversy in the human sciences.103 I find this a bizarre conclusion. For theism has no coherent worked-out theory of the mind-body connection, so it can hardly be vindicated by the failures of reductionist psychology in science. Reductionism in the human sciences has not been discredited by theologians, who by-and-large lack the competence to intrude on the terrain of science, but by the work of psychologists themselves, and of philosophers of science influenced by sociology and cultural anthropology.

Second, scientific methods (such as those of biblical criticism), the coauthors claim, are typically used by theists to objectify religious beliefs — so theism is perfectly rational:


Not only can judgemental rationality be applied to religion; both within and across religious traditions, the religious have been applying judgemental rationality for ages. Who is it who applied the most ruthless criteria of religious criticism to the life of Jesus? Not predominantly atheistic scholars who, for the most part, could not care less what Jesus actually did or did not say and do. For the past two hundred years, such criticism has issued from Christians themselves, specifically from academically situated Christian scholars. It is many Christians themselves, moreover, who, for reasons deriving from judgemental rationality, resist literalist readings of the Bible; who reject narrow, exclusivist understandings of salvation; who notice that the manifest evil in the world is incomparable with any straightforward understanding of God as both all good and all-powerful.104



To this the sceptic might respond as follows. First, it was not religious scholars who pioneered biblical criticism. On the contrary, it was, as Molyneux points out, the secular Left Hegelian strand of classical German philosophy, whose critique of religion so impressed Marx and Engels.105

Second, the ‘literalist’ and ‘exclusivist’ positions recognized by the CR spiritualists as judgementally irrational are precisely core elements of faith, hard-wired into the formal ideology of the world religions, and embraced by millions of the faithful. I will stress in Chapter 5 that even the teachings of the church founders and biblical authors do not provide a sublime morality, nor are they free from contradictions, nor are they unsupportive of erroneous factual-historical interpretations of the holy book, nor are they free from particularistic notions of salvation.

Third, although the methods of biblical criticism have since sought to rationalize the Christian faith, these can tell us nothing about whether or not God exists, or whether or not Jesus was divine (the two fundamental ontological questions). Moreover, the methods of biblical criticism have served only to problematize or even undermine much of the founder teachings and stories of Christianity contained in the New Testament.106 This is because these have revealed that most of its contents cannot be traced to a single original source, and those which can are not always embodiments of the highest ethical value. In any case, despite the work of biblical criticism, most scholarly religiosity, virtually all popular religiosity and the official doctrines of the Christian churches (i.e. those aimed at the faithful), these all carry on pretty much as before, oblivious to, or in disregard of, the new knowledge and its implications.

This brings me on to the next point. Fourth, elements of scholarly religiosity may be reasonably rational (in the sense of internally consistent), but much more of it is not. And, for millions of religious believers, probably the vast majority, religious belief is not a matter of reason but a matter of faith, and it is the irrationality of religion (its enchantments) that is a significant aspect of its popular appeal.

Fifth, the CR spiritualists may wish to withdraw from God the status of omnipotence, in order to resolve the problem of evil, but that is a view that commands little assent in popular or theoretical Christianity. Moreover, as I will later argue, this manoeuvre is less a case of judgemental rationality, and more an example of a conventionalist stratagem to shore up a weak theory. If this is so, the coherence of this revised-and-updated Christianity, despite its best efforts, remains questionable.

Finally, suppose it is true that the mass or popular appeal of religiosity is not particularly based on judgemental rationality, but on wish-fulfilment, psychic compensation, and/or submission to authority. And there is abundant evidence to support this view. If this is so, it is a peripheral matter whether or not liberal theologians (or socialist CR scholars) attempt to rationalize their faith, for, in this case, the attempt to rationalize religion paradoxically functions to legitimate the grip of unreasonable religion on millions of the grassroots faithful, and so can be legitimately viewed as undesirable on political and ethical grounds.

Now, Archer argues that amongst the objective argument/evidence for God is the existence of certain human affectual and valuational concerns, which could only have been derived from divinity. The fact that these concerns exist in the human world corroborate God’s reality, because these have no secular equivalents or foundations. Moreover, if we do not recognize them or act on them, i.e. turn ourselves towards God, we damage our human well-being. This is obviously true of our human capacity to love unconditionally:


But what of those who disavow the transcendent and therefore any transcendental concern? I maintain that this denial has the same deleterious consequence for human well-being as ignoring those of our concerns that are vested in natural, practical and social reality … My proposition is entailed by the belief that God is love, the quintessence of unconditional love. That is what he offers us by his nature. To defend my case, I thus have to adduce some ineluctable human concern that hinges upon our relations with transcendental reality, that is, one which it is universally deleterious for us to ignore and one which is intimately related to our flourishing … There seems to be every reason to advance love itself as this concern.107



Although, Archer suggests, the religious unbeliever cannot do without love (if he or she is not to damage his or her well-being), nonetheless ‘someone who settles for anything less than divine love … damages their potential for fulfilment, in a manner roughly analogous to how the ascetic can endanger his physical well-being through an impoverished diet’.108 To be completely fulfilled necessitates acquiring a state of perfect love. But, because only God ‘is inherently and unreservedly worthy of our highest and unmitigated loving concern’, and because he is absolute love, it follows that God is indispensable to our human well-being. ‘To be love itself is to love unconditionally, as there is nothing else upon which such a nature can set store without contradicting that very nature.’ Furthermore, since humans do experience unconditional love, if this does not originate from God, we are left with the problem of explaining its genesis. For Archer, then, if we deny God is the fountainhead of unconditional love, this beggars the ‘intransigent “problem of goodness”, which is just as problematic for the non-believer as is the “problem of evil” for the believer’.109 Unconditional loving, Archer suggests, cannot be explained naturalistically. Human fulfilment, therefore, is impossible without theism.

Archer’s argument that the ‘problem of goodness’ (unconditional love) is as big a problem for atheism as the problem of evil is for theism is an audacious claim. But this is a long way from being a watertight argument. The problem here is that there is no logical necessity to regard goodness as an ontological property of depth reality. Rather, this could be interpreted simply as a human moral value applied to reality (or rather aspects of it). Humans are the kinds of creatures who attribute an ethical value (goodness) to those aspects of their being in the world which build social solidarity and communal identity, since humans are self-reflexive co-operative beings par excellence. A good case can be made that an ethic of nurture and disharm, or willing the good of the collective other, or generalized altruism, is derived from an affectual property of human sociality that evolved in our species by means of natural selection, because it enhanced the survival-capacity of our species. Thus, in the human line, natural selection worked by intensifying community bonds and building social integration, since this was highly functional to the hunter-gatherer and egalitarian food-sharing economic modes that characterized hominoid biological and cultural development for 2.5 million years.110

The capacity for generalized love (the ethic of nurture and disharm) is thus explainable as an evolutionary emergent of an intensely social species endowed with consciousness and self-consciousness (since this allows individuals to empathize with others). Unconditional love may be interpreted quite plausibly as an evolutionary emergent of generalized conditional love. This was perhaps selected genetically due to the reproductive advantages it conferred on individuals and the species, since this originally allowed a more intensive affectual investment in child-rearing practices, which could then be generalized beyond the immediate family and kinship groups. On this argument, as a consequence of our evolutionary history, we humans therefore place a high premium on practices that conform to the ethic of nurture and disharm (generalized care, community welfare). And this is true of all known cultures. This means there is no logical necessity to invoke a supernatural being (God) in order to account for the possibility of unconditional love in human relations. This can be explained naturalistically.

However, Archer goes on to argue that religious belief (love of God derived from experiencing God’s love) gives rise to new transvalued emotions. These too are irreducible to naturalistic concerns, so therefore must be derived from divinity:


[T]hose who have experienced anything of the unconditional love of God cannot fail to care about it at all if, as has been maintained, such love is indispensable to human fulfilment … [A] religious commitment is [thus] constitutive of … new transvalued emotions, which are distinctive of this concern [unconditional love] and which differentiate its adherents from those dedicated to any form of secular concern. This affectual transformation is the substantive justification of how transcendental relations are at least as important in forming us, in our concrete singularity, as are our naturalistic experiences and secular commitments.111



One of these transvalued emotions, sinfulness, Archer defines as the feeling of


having fundamentally missed the mark, of representing a different order of ‘fallen’ being, or of our own intrinsic unworthiness to raise our eyes. Sinfulness is qualitatively different from the emotions attending dedication to secular ultimate concerns; however high or deep these may be, when we fall short of them the corresponding feelings are self-reproach, remorse, regret or self-contempt.112



This sense of sinfulness ‘is emergent from relations between humanity and divinity, and is expressive of the quintessential disparity felt between them. It grows out of those human emotions, such as remorsefulness and unworthiness, but only through their transmutation.’ According to Archer, the sense of sinfulness grows the closer we get to God, by means of our attending to our religious concerns, since this throws into sharp relief our imperfection when measured against divinity. ‘Growing proofs of divine love may indeed rectify a life, but they simultaneously deepen the feeling of disparity: that whatever we do, we have all fallen short of the glory of God. There seems to be no human equivalent to the effect associated with sinfulness: that the closer we come to our ultimate concern, the further apart and more different in kind we feel ourselves to be.’113

The second of these transvalued emotions, detachment, occurs where we prioritize absolutely our ultimate concern with God. This means completely subordinating our other secular concerns or interests (such as our concern for social approval, performative success, and physical well-being) to this goal. As Archer explains:


Those who try to respond more and more freely to God’s unconditional love feel drawn to live in conformity with this supreme good, which explicitly means not being conformed to the world … Detachment is a real inner rejoicing in the freedom of unwanting; it is a carefree trusting that all manner of things will be well; it is the ultimate celebration of being over having or not-having. It is the feeling that … have been unbound from the wheel; freed from those constraining determinations of body, labour and self-worth, and have glimpsed autonomy in the form of sharing in divine autarky. Under the prompting of this emotional commentary, our orientation towards the world is transformed; since our destiny is not primarily vested in it, we are enabled to serve it. In disinterested involvement, true detached concern is possible: for the planet, for the good use of material culture, and for the intrinsic value of every human being and encounter.114



Does the existence of the human feeling of ‘sinfulness’ (if we accept for the sake of argument this is qualitatively different to the feeling of wrongdoing) demonstrate the reality of divinity? Not necessarily. This is a feeling that could emerge from the relations between individuals and their social and natural environments. There are two possibilities. First, I see no reason why such emotional dispositions could not emerge from cognitive error: the idealization of the human moral virtues as absolute being (God). If the highest possible moral virtues imaginable by humanity are projected into the skies as transcendental reality, one could indeed feel a sense of ‘sinfulness’ if one could not fully live up to them. Second, one could imagine a sense of sinfulness without even the idea of God. Arguably, just as we project idealized properties onto a fictional being called God, so too do many of us project idealized properties onto certain human beings, who come to epitomize absolute virtue. For example, Nelson Mandela, Martin Luther King and Mother Teresa all fit into this category (although in the case of Mother Teresa entirely without justice). Certain such individuals may be regarded by millions as almost saintly, though not literally as gods. People such as Martin Luther King and Nelson Mandela, for example, often inspire people to join social movements in order to participate in political and ethical struggles for a better world. Is it not possible that some of us — those who share their vision of a world purged of injustice — would experience some sense of ‘sinfulness’ (on Archer’s definition) as we fall short of the examples they provide?

Nor does the existence of the human sense of ‘detachment’ demonstrate the reality of divinity (if we accept for the sake of argument that this, on Archer’s definition, is either accomplishable or ethically desirable). Arguably, one could detach from the material and social worlds, by transferring one’s attachment to an alternative something (i.e. God) that is unreal. A person could, for example, misapprehend secular ethical sensibilities as pertaining to God, turning these into an ideal-type, which appears divine simply by virtue of being idealized. But assuming detachment, on Archer’s definition, is a real transvalued emotion of human beings, what are we to make of the idea that this represents supreme spiritual virtue? Is this a sensibility worthy of God? If not, its reality is no evidence of the divine. Now, detachment means separation, isolation, disconnection, from the affairs of the world — a state of autarky. This seems rather like alienation or estrangement, not freedom.

Yet Archer asserts, without argument, that such a thing as ‘disinterested involvement’ is not only possible, but the supreme virtue, the terminus of human perfectibility. Of course, ‘disinterested involvement’ is possible in a rather more mundane sense than is intimated by Archer. This is in the sense of participation in a practice or role or institution for external rather than internal concerns, for purely pragmatic rather than substantive reasons — e.g. where one works in an occupation only for money rather than for the personal fulfilment or social benefits it brings. However, for Archer, where ‘our destiny is not primarily vested in it [terrestrial reality]’, we can selflessly devote ourselves to the project of betterment of the world.115 This just does not seem plausible. One can surely be concerned about the world only if one experiences oneself as part of it, involved in it, connected to it, dependent on it, and related to it — in a word, attached to it. Without such a sense of connectivity with earthly concerns or issues, one is simply inattentive, even morally indifferent: in a word, unconcerned. On the terrestrial plane, what motivates our concerns is our interests, and our empathizing with the interests of others similarly placed in social relations, and perhaps wider humanity, and this is possible only by virtue of our sense of connection to both our own needs and those of others. Without interests, there are no concerns, and so no struggles, either for a better world, or to preserve an unjust one.

But is such a subjective sense of detachment indicative of a real state of detachment from the world? In other words, is the meaning of the experience of detachment for the religious believer authentic, an objective apprehension of his or her subjective experience? If we experience this detachment as a sense of being ‘unbound from the wheel … freed from those constraining determinations of body … [and] labour’,116 this feeling is arguably intellectual error, a mystification of our real relations with the world. We can free ourselves from ‘determinations’ in our imagination, but I would suggest we cannot do so in fact. This is because we are unavoidably material beings in a causal world, necessarily rooted in the social and physical domains. One can free oneself from the ‘determinations’ of body and labour, but only by ceasing to be a living body that requires food, drink and shelter.

Such a feeling of worldly detachment (and corresponding attachment to the transcendent), as experienced by mystics and ascetics, is often associated with particular self-induced physiological states. These include, for example, sleep deprivation, food deprivation, raw exposure to the elements — heat, cold, wind, rain, etc., as well as (on occasions) ingestion of ‘mind-altering’ substances. For the believer, such states allow spiritual union with the transcendent, because the self is thereby detached from the concerns of the body and the material world. For the sceptic, however, a neglected body is no more detached from the mind of its owner than one which is maintained in good health. Indeed, arguably a neglected body would be more likely than a nurtured one to obstruct the receptivity of the individual consciousness to the transcendent (as it protests against its own abuse, interrupting the process of divine contemplation). For the sceptic, moreover, such conditions of bodily neglect/abuse are likely to cause the affected person to suffer distorted perception and cognition — hallucinatory visions or hearings interpreted through flights of imaginative fancy. And where that person possesses a religious sensibility, such flights of imagination based on hallucinogenic experience are likely to assume a ‘spiritual’ or ‘theistic’ form.

Now, the latter interpretation appears less fantastic (and hence more probable) than the former interpretation. This is on grounds of both reason and scientific warranty. Philosophical reasoning is supportive of the notion that the simpler, more mundane hypothesis (bodily deprivation = distorted perception and cognition) is always preferable to the more complex, fantastic one (bodily deprivation = spiritual unity with the transcendent). The sciences of medicine, human physiology and human psychology have provided a corpus of experimentally supported theoretical concepts in support of the hypothesis that physical deprivation, mental stress and drugs consumption can lead to hallucinogenic experiences. Conversely, neither philosophy nor science can account for the possibility of how a body that is undergoing physical trauma or neglect, or is exposed to perception-altering chemicals, would permit a mind (soul) a better, deeper, more profound purchase on reality (including transcendent reality) than one that is maintained in good health. Consequently, we have good grounds for distrusting the meaning that the religious attribute to the experience of detachment (union with God).

Detachment from self-worth, by contrast, does not seem logically a contradiction in terms. But on what grounds can we be confident that people who profess their ultimate concern is God have, as a matter of fact, freed themselves from the burden of self-affirmation? Abstract possibilities do not always translate into real-world existents. Certainly, it is quite conceivable that even the most religious person may possess a sense of self-worth, whether or not they admit or recognize it. Such would, for example, be based upon the belief that he or she is loved by God, so in possession of a self that is worthy of God’s love. Could it be otherwise in the real world outside purely logical possibilities? Perhaps so, but we only have Archer’s word for it. This is not a point of view that Archer in any sense argues for or shows to be persuasive. Hers is merely the assertion that detachment from self is accomplishable, and has been accomplished by some. Not by many, mind you, since total connectivity with God ‘does come only to the few’,117 presumably the saintly. Therefore, on this construction, either God would appear to be irredeemably elitist, since he has made it possible only for the most pure of spirit to unify with himself, or his power is so limited that he can find no way of allowing mere ‘ordinary folk’ to achieve this profound level of transcendental awareness. In any case, this affirmation of the reality and meaning of detachment can hardly convince the sceptic. This is convincing only for religious people.

But, if this sense of detachment from self was reality-based and materially accomplishable, would this kind of freedom be a good thing, either for the person concerned or for other people? Would detachment from self (a state of selflessness) be any more ethically desirable than a sense of detachment from the social and material worlds? Arguably not. An individual who has completely detached himself or herself from any sense of self-worth is seemingly a person recklessly indifferent to his or her own well-being. Since it is difficult to love others unless one first finds value in one’s own self, such a selfless person is also likely to be indifferent to others. Now, if such a person exists, he or she is more likely to possess the mentality of the chronically depressed, the psychologically disturbed, or of the suicidal, rather than of a saint. It would be at least feasible that such a person could be easily persuaded to sacrifice both his or her own self and the lives of other people in pursuit of an ultimate concern. For this reason, such a selfless subject would presumably be of a ‘type’ that would make a good ‘suicide bomber’ (which is not to say that actual suicide bombers are sometimes of this ‘selfless’ type). However, this is not the usual understanding of the meaning of actions associated with people of the highest spiritual sensibility.

(3) Do the CR spiritualists demonstrate that personal experience (whether religious or non-religious) is a defensible ground (or adequate rational motive) for affirming either religious belief or religious disbelief?

The argument from universal religious experience is actually one of the traditional theological ‘proofs’ of God’s existence. I have already demonstrated the inadequacy of this argument elsewhere in the current undertaking.118 But, of course, the authors of Transcendence do not wish the historical ubiquity of religious experience to be taken as decisive evidence of divinity, rather merely of providing objective evidential grounds for belief in divinity. As they put it,


so many from so many different cultures all independently report some experience of transcendent reality. Is there not some reality behind it all? Can all be similarly be mistaken about the category of the transcendent and are all just mistaking group consciousness for the divine? There are no simple answers, but this observation, too, carries its own power.119



But, in fact, it seems that the CR spiritualists think the observation carries a great deal of power indeed, since they insist that it is just implausible that all could be similarly mistaken, since religious experience is held to be no more likely to be totally illusory or a total misrecognition of reality than any other (i.e. secular) experience.120

Now, if the fact of universality of religious experience is to count as strong objective evidence of God’s existence, the plausibility and persuasiveness of this viewpoint obviously depend on what we make of the phenomenon of subjective religious experience itself, i.e. its epistemological status. Before exploring this issue, however, it is worth pointing out that there is a fundamental lacuna right at the centre of the religious epistemology of the CR spiritualists. This consists of the fact that they assume, without argument or supporting empirical research, that personal religious experience is ‘the primary motivation for religious belief’, that ‘many people, probably the majority of humankind, do have what they take to be religious experiences’,121 and that these personal experiences are the rational grounds for religious beliefs. These assumptions, and they are just assumptions, are, at the very minimum, questionable, for two reasons.

First, it cannot be ruled out that many (if not most) religious believers base their theism, not on religious experience, but on faith, or trust, or intuition, or on the say-so of the established religious authorities or communities into which they have been encultured or socialized. This is presumably the case for ‘fundamentalists’, whose rigid adherence to literalist theism, in the face of disconfirming historical evidence, is obviously based solely on ancient textual authority. But it is likely to be true as well for millions and millions of the non-radical grassroots faithful, who do not (unlike liberal theologians or the CR spiritualists) have the inclination to turn their faith into an object of abstract philosophical inspection or reflection. Rather, they take seriously the idea that religious belief constitutes faith in God. The notion that religious belief should not be based on rational evidential grounds, or at least should not be ‘restricted’ by reason, is not an aberration of theism, but is hard-wired into the Christian faith by scriptural authority. After all, did not Jesus himself lecture ‘doubting Thomas’ on the virtue of religious belief in the absence of supporting evidence? ‘Jesus saith unto him, Thomas, because thou hast seen me, thou hast believed: blessed are they that have not seen, and yet have believed.’122 This has always been a central idea of both popular and theological Christianity.

Paradoxically, although the CR spiritualists claim (in Transcendence) that religious experience is the rational grounds of theism, and that most religious people have had religious experiences, this is contradicted by one of their number, Porpora, in an earlier publication. In his Landscapes of the Soul, Porpora appears to concede, unwittingly, that most ‘actually existing’ religious consciousness is non-rational, since, according to his own research conducted in the USA, apparently most believers (in common with all non-believers) have no experience of God,123 and would therefore seemingly base their beliefs on faith, revelation, or authority. Now, in the case of faith-based belief, this would seem to have its locus in mechanisms of socialization and enculturation. If one is born into an Islamic country or community or family, one is overwhelmingly likely to be educated into Muslim beliefs. If one is born into a Christian country or community or family, one is overwhelmingly likely to be educated into Christian beliefs. And, of course, the same relationship is true of particular denominations within particular faiths.

This means that ‘free will’ always has to discover the strength to resist the cultural traditions of the ‘dead generations’, transmitted by both significant others and the Generalized Other, and imparted to individuals before they have developed the rational and sceptical faculties to call these traditions into question. As Dawkins observes, ‘sociologists studying British children have found that only about one in twelve break away from their parents’ religious beliefs’.124 This indicates that an awful lot of popular religious faith, if not irrational, is non-rational, since it is based on pressure of tradition and culture, rather than reasoned analysis or argument. One may legitimately ask how many takers religion would have if it were not imposed on children before they are in a position to exercise a rational judgement on the reality of God (or the supernatural), or on the necessity of placing ethics on a supernaturalistic foundation.

Second, nor can it be ruled out that millions may profess a religious sensibility, not because they have personal experience of God, but because they are convinced of the ethical virtues embodied in their own faith traditions, or because they have psychological or emotional needs (in the sense of insecurities or uncertainties) that are met by religious belief. In the latter case, the concept of an afterlife, of the immortal soul, of a heavenly paradise awaiting the virtuous or downtrodden after the death of their embodied selves, offers obvious psychic compensation for the brute fact of human mortality, which can also (as Marx observed) provide psychic comforts or rewards (‘opiate’) for the multitude of propertyless poor subject to social oppression and injustice on the earthly terrain.125 The notion that the whole of reality is spiritualized or enchanted, by virtue of its origin in the divine will of a benevolent creator God, or that the world is essentially good because it is made from godstuff, or that humanity is the fulfilment of a divine plan, are rather more psychically security-enhancing and emotionally satisfying beliefs than the secularist alternatives — i.e. that the universe is the product of mindless cause-and-effect, that the world at root is neither good nor bad but merely existent, and that the only purposes of human existence are those we fallibly decide for ourselves. For that reason alone, i.e. wish-fulfilment, religiosity may have immense popular appeal.

This being the case, the CR spiritualists may be misrepresenting the motives of much if not most religiosity, by attributing to this a rational foundation (subjective experience of God) that it does not (in its typical forms) actually possess. Religious experiences are undoubtedly real, in the sense that certain individuals throughout recorded history have had experiences that they have interpreted as revelation of/by God. But this does not mean that most ‘ordinary’ religious folk have had them, nor indeed that most religious scholars or teachers have had them. It is also worth pointing out that those people who do believe that they have had religious experiences (a sense of God communicating with them or revealing a part of himself to them) are typically individuals who are already very religious. They tend to be committed members of religious organisations or communities, heavily involved in religious practices, and deeply steeped in religious traditions and mythology.

On the one hand, on the cut of the CR spiritualists, this shows how religious practices attune their practitioners to the transcendent. However, this explanation is likely to impress only religious believers, perhaps only religious believers who have themselves been the recipients of such experiences. (A big problem with it is that it reverses the chain of causality running from religious experience to religious belief, since now it is religious education, generated within a religious community, which allows religious experiences to occur, so that religious experiences logically can no longer be the rational foundation of religious practices and beliefs.) On the other hand, on the atheist cut, this shows only that individuals reared in religious traditions, and heavily integrated into religious disciplines, are more likely to be rendered highly suggestive, even manipulable (as far as the interpretations they would place on certain of their experiences are concerned), by their own religious enculturation and socialization (which teaches them the virtues of faith in that which lies beyond reason), and by a heavy emotional investment in the faith-traditions of their own religious communities. Consequently, unusual or vivid personal experiences, or indeed simply heightened emotionally charged aesthetic or moral ‘sensings’, which would otherwise be interpreted in mundane secular ways, or deemed as erroneous (because resulting from distortions of perception and cognition), or regarded as simply inexplicable, instead are saddled with a speculative religious interpretation.

The problem is especially acute, in the case of religious experiences, because these often seem to require certain techniques (abstinence, drugs, meditation, etc.), often recommended by religious authorities as routes to connectivity with God, which arguably render the individual particularly susceptible to imaginatory or hallucinatory states. In such circumstances, why privilege experience of God over non-experience of God? The fact that the phenomenal forms of reality (which we experience directly) are often unreliable guides to the underlying essence of things necessitates the interrogation of experience with reason and scientific practice. Yet, for the typical theist, this is often pooh-poohed, on the grounds that religion is a surer route to truth than science or reason. But, if good psychological and sociological reasons can be given for why humans are attracted to religious beliefs, which they can be, and if subjectively mediated sense-data is inherently fallible (so that environmental or physiological cues can be imaginatively misconstrued), it would be unsurprising if errors of consciousness were not commonly read as evidence of ‘spiritual’ experiences. Now religious people are particularly likely to make such errors of interpretation, precisely because they have been socialized or encultured into theistic beliefs and sensibilities, which arguably renders them credulous. By contrast, those without such backgrounds are more likely to interpret sensory distortions as mere imaginings or hallucinations. Least likely to make such errors of interpretation are those who have received a secular (agnostic or atheistic) upbringing, together with those who have been educated into a sceptical world view, by virtue of membership of a scientific community.

Now the CR spiritualists are clear that personal religious experience is epistemically relative, therefore fallible, and potentially erroneous. But this beggars the obvious riposte: if religious experience is corrigible, that is in itself a good reason for not making religious experience the fundamental criterion for the judgemental rationality of religious belief. After all, the religious experience of the believer is contradicted by the religious non-experience of the disbeliever, and (according to the CR spiritualists) we cannot say which of these experiences is a genuine objective apprehension of reality. Therefore, to base a religious epistemology on religious experience, as the CR spiritualists do, is, from their own perspective, seemingly to base it on radically insecure foundations.

A crucial part of the CR spiritualists’ argument is, as we have seen, that religious non-experience is, since it is epistemically relative, at least as corrigible or fallible as religious experience:


Like all human experiences, putative religious experiences are fallible. It is always possible for an experience to be misread, for an apparently religious experience to have a purely secular cause, and so on. This fallibility, however, is not unique to religious experience. It is a common feature of all human experience, and does not vitiate religious experience as a source of knowledge, only as a source of infallibility … In the end, religious experience is … no more likely to be a total illusion than any other form of experience.126



I would now like to problematize this assumption. We (human beings) are material beings in a world of natural causality. The intransitive causality of the material world places constraints and enablements on how we might perceive, inspect or interpret the objects of sensory experience, and also on the kinds of practices or activities (social and personal) that we engage in. We, humans, are biologically equipped with the sensual and cognitive organs that allow us to navigate our natural world more-or-less competently. This is unsurprising since our organismic properties are the product of a long process of selective genetic adaptation in response to the system of material constraints and enablements that terrestrial reality imposes on us. Our human capacities (biological, cognitive, linguistic, subjective and cultural) are evolved adaptations to our specifically terrestrial environment, not to some divine realm or dimension beyond planet earth or residing in the deep structure of the wider cosmos.

This is the rub. One can, therefore, mount a good transcendental argument as to why it is rational to accept that the necessary relations between human beings and the law-governed natural world (mediated by sensory experience of the phenomenal domain) give rise to real, objective, practical knowledge of how to get along in and with the world. We have good reason to trust our experientially mediated practical knowledge of the ‘working relations between things’ on the natural terrain, because our survival and success as species and individuals depends on it. We also have a pretty good scientific theory (Darwinism) that would account for how such more-or-less-successful environmental navigation is possible. By contrast, relations with transcendental reality are not necessary or essential to our successful interaction with the natural world, or to our survival or performativity as species or individuals, which is exactly why many of us can get on in the world perfectly well without religious experience or beliefs.

We have also very good reasons to trust the objectivity of the knowledge generated by the sciences. The work of science has demonstrated the reality and causality of matter, and its transformative powers, including the capacity of matter to become minded. No one (including the theist) denies the reality and causality of matter. This is because, although assuredly the world does not generally consist of closed systems (hence event regularities are quite rare, by virtue of the intersectionality of the generative mechanisms at work), nonetheless the empirical or phenomenal effects of the structural-real are accessible to human perception and inspection, and the work of science has traced these empirical forms to the underlying structures and mechanisms. Moreover, the structure of natural necessity is such that, at certain scales of reality, it is possible to speak of event regularities or constant conjunctures at the phenomenal level, such that it is possible to theorize and predict the underlying mechanisms (e.g. the objects of macro physics).

The fact that matter is real and efficacious has made it an object of experience and of scientific knowledge. Because it exists, and has determinate effects in the phenomenal world, matter has become the object of science. And, because matter has become the object of science, it is judgementally rational to affirm its reality and causality, because science comprises tried-and-tested methods of empirical corroboration and refutation of the operation of physical laws (experimental method, etc.), and because science sponsors causal interventions in the world that have been successful in harnessing the natural environment in the service of human interests (for better or for worse). In other words, it is perfectly rational to assert the existence and causality of the structures, mechanisms and objects of the material world, because these are explorable and corroborable and manipulable by science, and because these are accessible to the (in this case) relatively incorrigible experience of all human beings, by virtue of their empirical effects in the sensual world. No one, for example, disagrees over the effects of gravity or sleep-deprivation, or of deforestation, or exposure to radiation, or of the properties of electricity or oxygen. By contrast, it is quite rational to dispute the reality of God, on a number of grounds — the conceptual and logical problems of theist discourse that would affirm God’s existence, the failure of science to corroborate God’s existence, the uncertain epistemological status of ‘religious experience’, and the brute fact that so many people (including religious believers) report no such experience of God.

To this might be added something else. Science has worked out (neurophysiological, psychological and sociological) theories that would explain religious experience without affirming the reality of God. I will address in detail one such sociological theory — that of Marx’s — in the next chapter. Here I will briefly address how the issue may be illuminated by the sciences of neurophysiology and neuropsychology. These have developed an understanding of how the human brain and consciousness does not simply record or register perceptual data from the outside world ‘as they are’, as raw data, but instead simulates or constructs this perceptual data in the form of a holistic mental model that is inherently interpretive. Now inherent in this ‘simulation software’, especially as it operates to update our mental model of outsider-reality in response to sensory inputs from the external environment, is the possibility of perceptual and cognitive error — such as optical and aural illusions. Such events may be triggered by particular circumstances where ‘the sense data that the brain receives are compatible with two alternative models of reality. The brain, having no means for choosing between them, alternates, and we experience a series of flips from one internal model to the other.’ In such circumstances, the human brain and consciousness ‘is well capable of constructing “visions” and “visitations” of the utmost veridical power’. Tosimulate an image of Jesus or an angel or the Virgin Mary, or of the gentle whispering of God’s Word in our head, or a ‘sense’ or ‘feeling’ of the presence of divinity (in response perhaps to the stimulation of our aesthetic or moral sensibilities), ‘would be child’s play to software of this sophistication’.127

But, conversely, there are no scientific theories that would explain religious non-experience, unless one counts as ‘theory’ the speculative unresearched empirically unsupported (and I will argue empirically-unsupportable) pronouncements of the CR spiritualists — i.e. concerning the hydraulic powers of non-religious mystification and occlusion wrought by an allegedly secular post-enlightenment culture. This is no accident, nor is it explainable in terms of a secular bias in science or intellectual culture more generally. For, it seems to me, that to place on scientific knowledge the demand to explain absence, nothingness, void — in this case the non-existence of religious experiences amongst religious non-believers — is not a rational demand.

This is not a rational demand because it is simply unrealizable. Science cannot explain non-existents, things which do not exist, only things which do exist. If there is no object of knowledge (religious experience), there is nothing for science to apprehend or explore, nothing for science to theorize about, and hence nothing which might either corroborate or falsify scientific theories. For this reason, the ‘theory’ presented by the CR spiritualists to account for religious non-experience simply cannot properly be counted as such, because it cannot be operationalized, nor developed or revised in response to the gathering and sifting of evidence. There is no rational criteria of testing (corroboration or refutation) that can be applied to the theory, because its object (the absence of religious experience) is non-existent. It could be true that a secular bourgeois culture has eradicated the possibility of religious experiences from the minds of millions of secularists (and non-experiencing religious believers), although this seems implausible; but there is absolutely no way that science can evaluate the hypothesis.

All of this means that purported personal experiences of transcendental reality do not have the same relatively secure status in validating the objects of experience as do personal experiences of the natural or indeed social domains of reality. Religious experience, precisely because it is supposed to be experience of transcendence (i.e. of a being beyond and unbounded by the natural order, an incorporeal being that exists everywhere and yet nowhere specific, and that is placed beyond the reach of human sensory experience), is surely more fallible and corrigible than mere more-readily accessible secular experiences of time-space bound structures and objects on the earthly terrain. After all, as Archer herself remarks, the God of Christian theology is so far ‘beyond our “ordinary experience” … we cannot get our human heads round it [his nature] at all’.128 Ordinary experience, it seems to me, is less corrigible or fallible than extraordinary experience.

But, if it is true that we have good reasons for supposing that non-religious experiences are less corrigible than religious experiences, then we also have good reasons for supposing that atheistic beliefs are less corrigible than theistic beliefs, since beliefs are, according to the authors of Transcendence, ultimately based on experience. For the CR spiritualists, however, this is not so:


If religious belief is partly to be explained socially, then so is religious disbelief. If, given an atheist’s experienced absence of the transcendent, it is rational for the atheist to disbelieve in transcendent reality, then, similarly, given the religious person’s experience of transcendence, it is equally rational for the religious person to believe in transcendent reality.129



This is contentious. If both religious belief and non-belief are to be explained socially, this hardly establishes the objectivity or rationality of the theist position, any more than it does the atheist position. So it has no relevance to the debate over who is right and who is wrong. Therefore, it adds nothing whatsoever to the case for theism. Nor, apparently, does it take anything away. However, on closer inspection, this may not be the case. It depends on the kinds of social or cultural conditioning mechanisms that have shaped atheist and theist beliefs respectively, and the manner in which their bearers have responded to these mechanisms of socialization and enculturation.

Suppose, for example, the ‘typical’ atheist is an atheist because of the influences exerted by the enlightenment culture of scientific rationality, which precisely demands that the knowing subject submits everything to merciless criticism, and is inherently suspicious of traditional authority. In that case, his or her atheism may have been formed by a cultural tradition that itself makes possible a transcultural rationality and objectivity of beliefs. Alternatively, or perhaps additionally, suppose the ‘typical’ atheist is an atheist by virtue of his or her upbringing within a religious order or institution, or by virtue of prolonged exposure to a religious ideology (e.g. due to childhood upbringing and parental authority). (As it happens, this is how I was convinced of the case for atheism.) In this situation, it is quite likely that an individual’s atheism will have been formed by a process of independent critical engagement with the norms, practices and beliefs of that religious community, and this too would provide grounds for affirming the potential rationality, even objectivity, of such anti-theist beliefs. By contrast, suppose the ‘typical’ theist is a theist by virtue of acquiescence or submission to religious enculturation or socialization (such that he or she inherits the beliefs of a tradition relatively unreflectively or uncritically), or by virtue of the psychic and emotional securities that religious sensibility provides. In that case, we have good grounds to be suspicious of the rationality and/or potential objectivity of such religious beliefs.

Of course, I am speculating about the genesis of atheist sensibility, but this is no more speculative than the account provided by the CR spiritualists (bourgeois secularism = religious disbelief). However, I would not be surprised if research discovered there is little correlation between atheism and anti-religious familial or community socialization. On the contrary, I would be much less surprised if research discovered that most atheists are made by a process of critical engagement with the dominant religious beliefs of their parents and/or of religious institutions. Atheism is made, I would bet, by exposure to religious ideology, since that exposes the contradictions of theist sensibility.

There is a further difficulty with the individual standpoint theory of the authors of Transcendence. This is simply that it dissolves into tautology. It is true, as the CR spiritualists assert, that all theoretical debates originate in differing standpoints on experience. But it is not personal experience that demonstrates or corroborates the reality of the object of experience. To suggest otherwise is to resort to a circular argument, or regress: I experience something, which I interpret in a particular way, and this experience validates that which I experience and the manner of my interpretation of this experience. Thus: God is real because I experience him; I experience God, therefore, (because) God is real. This, in practice, renders the religious experience unchallengeable, which is contrary to judgemental rationality, and to the avowed intentions of the CR spiritualists.

Yet the authors of Transcendence wish to uphold judgemental rationality with regard to religious experiences and beliefs. They are prepared, they say, to abandon religious beliefs if the experiences from which these are derived are shown to be illusory or misdiagnosed. However, the problem is that their own individual standpoint theory (an epistemology based on subjective religious experience) is incompatible with judgemental rationality. Despite their doubtless earnest belief that their own theist beliefs are self-critical, open to the possibility of refutation by the force of superior argument or contrary evidence, this cannot be the case from the perspective of an individual standpoint theory. For nothing (no public or objective argument or evidence) can count decisively against the experience of God, or rather against the perception that one has experienced God. Alternative accounts of this experience will always be discounted, since, from the perspective of the individual standpoint theory, that is not how the subject experiences his or her own experience. There is no way around this problem, so long as personal experience is regarded as establishing objective grounds for the judgemental rationality of religious belief, or so long as religious practices are held as uniquely privileged (i.e. are internally validated) in connecting the individual to transcendence, and are therefore regarded, tautologically, as self-legitimating of religious experience.

This peculiarly circular self-referentiality is not how atheism is legitimized. From the perspective of the atheist, religious disbelief starts perhaps from non-experience of God. But the religious non-believer does not necessarily conclude from his or her non-religious experience that God is unreal. This requires additional premises. After all, the individual who lacks personal experience of God is well aware that others do claim to have experienced God, and their claims should rightly be taken seriously, precisely because they are real beliefs (even if their object or objects — we should not privilege the one-god view — is or are not). Moreover, many believe in divinity without personal experience of God, and the non-experiencing individual might be convinced in his or her religious belief by the popular theistic argument that acceptance of God must be based on faith or trust rather than evidence. There are also obvious emotional and psychological comforts that are provided by religious belief. And these are comforts as much for the person who believes he or she has experienced God as for the person who has no such belief. So the non-God-experiencing individual, just as much as the God-experiencing individual, has strong (non-rational) motives for religious belief. Finally, the non-religious experiencing individual may accept that he or she is simply not attuned to religious experience, rather than conclude that the object of the experience of believers is illusory or misdiagnosed.

So atheism does not, in fact, hinge on non-experience of God. Rather, the atheist is someone who, confronted with his or her religious non-experience, has attempted to make sense of this situation. The atheist has internally debated and weighed up the public arguments for and against God, and has plumped for the position that God probably does not exist. The judgemental rationality of atheism is based not on the ground of subjective experience, but on the ground of objective public criteria: the conceptual and logical problems of theism, the constraints placed on knowledge by the demands of analytical philosophy and the work of science, the logical limits of rational knowledge and perhaps the ethical and political problems of organized religiosity. These are exactly the grounds for atheism argued in this book.

Objective knowledge and rational epistemologies cannot be derived from an individual standpoint theory. Rather than subjective experience being self-validating, it is the relationship between the experiencing subject and the objects of experience that determine the ontological truth or reality of any experience. Why should we trust religious experience, if such experience is, tautologically, its own legitimation or justification? It is clear that the CR spiritualists wish to make a ‘special case’ of theism, since no other form of knowledge-generating practice is grounded in a subjectivist epistemology. This is an especially contentious move when the purported personal experiences are of the transcendent. One cannot be mistaken that one experiences the material world (fallibility pertains here instead to our interpretations of what we are experiencing of the material world). There is also rational consensus on how humans experience the material world, and the role of such experiences in knowledge-construction. But, conversely, there is no rational consensus on whether or not we experience transcendence, how it is experienced, the meaning of such transcendental experiences, or their epistemic significance.

To illustrate the point let us consider both practical (‘recipe’) knowledge and scientific knowledge. Practical-recipe knowledge is not trustworthy by virtue of personal experience. Rather, it is trustworthy by virtue of the necessary working relations between human beings and things, where it is corroborated inductively by the constraints and enablements that material reality places on our bodies, on our minds, and on our practices. Such knowledge is shaped directly by the practical problems or demands that our environment presents us with (and the avenues for agency that it opens up for us), and upon the solution of which our material survival and well-being depends. Such knowledge thus often involves working understanding of the empirical or sensual world, of those properties of things that are amenable to sensory experience or to practical manipulation (or which physically constrain our practices or even our bodies). This is because our sensory and cognitive organs necessarily have evolved in such a way as to allow us to practically navigate our environment. If these biologically based capacities were not more-or-less reliable in this respect, we could not cope with the material world, or harness it to our interests.

Scientific knowledge is not rendered trustworthy by virtue of personal experience either. Science and realist philosophy teach us that structural reality and sensual reality are non-isomorphic, and are often out of phase, although the empirical world provides ‘cues’ or ‘keys’ to, or even ‘traces’ or ‘symptoms’ of, the underlying real structures. This necessitates the practical work and analytical methods of science to reveal the underlying mechanisms, and to relate these to the phenomenal world, precisely because we do not experience directly the structural real, and our experiences of its phenomenal forms are often misleading. But such work is designed in such a way as to allow ‘outsider reality’ itself (generative mechanisms) to validate or corroborate (or indeed to disconfirm) our theories of how the structural and empirical domains are causally related. The process begins with subjective experience (perception and inspection of some property of the world). But that is not its terminus. What the experience means is not settled by experience: subjective experience does not establish the objective value of its referents. Experience is an indispensable link in the process of formulating rational knowledge of the structures and mechanisms of being, but left to its own devices, either cannot do so, or failing this cannot know that it has done so if it has.

Nor is the meaning of subjective experience (in scientific practice) settled by the practices internal to a particular cultural institution or linguistic community (i.e. those of the scientific community). This is another key departure from the religious epistemology affirmed by the CR spiritualists. For the CR spiritualists, religious experiences are possible only within the context of specifically religious practices, and they can be validated only by means of these practices. The production of religious experiences is usually wholly internal to religious practices, and the empirical or sensual world plays no decisive role in the process of validation or disconfirmation of knowledge-claims based on subjective religious experience.


Religious experience normally occurs within a tradition of religious teaching and practice (in this too it is like other experience). Yet, in the end, religious experience constitutes the only ground we can have for giving credence to such traditions, or indeed for developing them and transforming them.130



Archer argues that we must take seriously the notion of non-sensory experience, including the impossible-to-articulate non-sensory experience of the mystic, which is what religious experience is. To do otherwise is to endorse the ‘empiricism of sense data in religion when we do not in science’, for, in science, ‘we readily accept unobservable entities whose causal effects are not manifested as regularities at the level of events, open to being experienced’. Religious experience, she says, is just ‘not like sense experience’, and it is a ‘lingering empiricist parallel’ to suggest the contrary. Furthermore, for Archer, because the world is not a closed system, this means there are no ‘constant conjunctures’ between emission and reception, ‘so universal reception cannot define the ontological status of transmission’.131 As I have noted beforehand, she offers the example of perfect pitch in music (which we cannot all appreciate) and wine tasting (which is not the same experience for an amateur as for a sommelier) to illuminate the point. In both cases, due to systemic openness (and hence the absence of event regularities), which includes the differential capacities of human beings to register or appreciate (and to occlude) what is experienceable, there is a lack of universal reception of objects of experience (sound and taste). And, if this is true of the objects of everyday experience, there is no reason why it should not be true of the object of religious experience. Therefore, it is unsurprising that not everyone is or can be the recipient of religious experiences.

But Archer appears to be striving to make a deeper point against ‘empiricism’ (or the notion that rational knowledge requires outsider empirical validation or must be based on sense-data) with her wine-tasting example. For her, we all accept that the expertise of the sommelier is real objective knowledge, despite the fact this is not based on external scientific analysis, a worked-out set of empirical (in this case chemical) checks, and is not reducible to sense-data. On the contrary, as she puts it,


the Meilleurs Sommeliers du Monde did not become such by following analytical chemists around and assimilating their findings into embodied knowledge. Nor is their role confined to such, for they will also evaluate ‘balance’, ‘bouquet’, ‘heaviness’ and ‘length’, which are qualitative assessments. When the lads at the Lagavulin distillery pronounce that the best time to drink this single malt is when it is sixteen years old, they are not making a judgement which can be checked by the analytical chemist; the only test is their agreement which is based upon experience itself.132



Archer’s point is that all practices, whether the wine-tasting practice of the sommelier or the religious practice of the theist, are irreducibly based on the specific kinds of experiences that govern them. Each of them ‘can only be evaluated on the basis of what the practice has taught’. Each has to be evaluated by methods internal to the practice, not the empirical methods of science, or sense-data reports. This is true even of much of the practice of the social and cultural sciences. ‘Neither, for example, can any item of hermeneutic understanding withstand empiricist cross-checking; its respectability rests upon the intersubjective validation alone of non-observable meanings.’133 We accept, she says, that this is true of the practice of the sommelier, the artist, or the cultural anthropologist, yet inconsistently and without justice deny that this is true of the spiritual practice of the religious believer.


Religious practice … has its own Orders of Contemplatives. To doubt these proficients whilst trusting the lads at Lagavulin or the Association of Analytical Chemists is to employ a double standard. More is demanded of religious practices than other practices can deliver. It has to pass its own insider tests plus those appropriate to sense-data reports. The absence of checks from other observers, which are present for sense perception, is held to be an important defect of religious practice and one that prevents religious beliefs, founded upon it, from being epistemologically defensible.134



There are a number of problems with this argument. First, there is an empirical dimension to science, which is indispensable to the rationality of the scientific enterprise. Although science postulates theoretically the existence of unobservable structures and mechanisms, it is the task of science to corroborate these, by means of objective testing. These are procedures that in effect render observable the unobservables, corroborating causes (generative structures) by measuring effects (how the structures in question generate phenomenal forms which are accessible to experience as sense-data). Thus, in science, issues of corroboration of truth-claims are settled by the systematic interrogation of our interpretations of our experiences by means of a set of logics (deductive, retroductive and inductive) and methods (experimental closure, empirical checking, etc.), which are designed to enable the world to say ‘yes’ or ‘no’ or ‘maybe’ (albeit fallibly and provisionally) to our judgements.

These are, of course, ‘rules of the game’ of science, internal in that sense. But these scientific methods are really a massive refinement and development of more elementary trial-and-error procedures that are universal in human relations and practical knowledge-yielding practices. The key point, however, is that the rules of the game that constitutes science are conditioned by the demands of material reality itself (they are not internally validated, not just the inner self-legitimating rules of a practice), and they provide a template that is applied to the testing of other beliefs (e.g. the objective truth-claims of recipe or practical or empirical knowledge). Conversely, since the unobservable object of religious experience is placed by Archer beyond the possibility of empirical testing, and since religious experience is itself deemed by Archer to be non-sensory experience (which other forms of human experience, including the empirical activity of scientific work, manifestly is not), it follows that theism possesses no rational objective methods of checking or validating (or falsifying) its knowledge-claims.

Second, despite Archer, although nature is not a closed system, so that much that occurs in the sensual world is unpredictable, this does not mean that there are not event regularities (such as sunup/sundown, the cycle of the seasons, etc.) that impress upon our experiences. So it is simply not true to say there are no ‘constant conjunctures’ between emission and reception. If there were not, the idea of event regularities could never have emerged in philosophy and science. We do all experience many things in fundamentally similar ways — for example, the effects of gravity, of environmental pollution, of the weather (overheating and overcooling), of the ageing process, of illness, and of dying. This is for the simple reason we all inhabit a terrestrial world, which is relatively ordered and hence predictable (systemic) because it is shaped by deterministic laws (such as those of macrophysics, biology and evolutionary ecology). This is why experience is not simply chaotic. Indeed, this is how coherent experience is even possible, since without a world of event regularities, human consciousness would be simply formless. We do not, of course, experience many of these event regularities in an identical fashion, because we are not situated identically to them, and we have our own interpretative judgements to make of our own relations with them. Nonetheless, we will all have some kind of experience of these regularities, and it is unlikely that our experience will be dissimilar or at least incommensurable.

This is especially true of our relations with the physical environment, because all human beings share the same basic relationship to the laws of nature. It is less true of our relations with society, however, because human beings perform different roles, occupy different positions, and are members of different strata, in relation to social systems. Nonetheless, for those similarly situated in social systems (culturally and socially and historically), it is quite appropriate to speak of a common experience of social reality. Not all those agents who are subject to class domination, for example, will recognize that what they experience is class domination. On the contrary, many will interpret this as individual failure or somesuch. Moreover, because the empirical effects of class domination are not uniform, agents will experience these effects differently. For some this will mean absolute poverty, for others relative poverty. For some this will mean unemployment, for others low-status employment. Nonetheless, all will be cognizant of certain of the effects of class domination — such as restricted life-chances, lack of autonomy at work, low-status work, income-inequality, etc. — because these are the universal consequences of class domination, at least in contemporary capitalist societies.

This is the rub. For, if it is appropriate to acknowledge event regularities, which make universal human experience possible, why should these not also exist as a consequence of God’s causality in and upon the world? If natural necessity, or aspects of natural necessity, give rise causally to event regularities at the phenomenal level, which can be registered in common or universal human experience, why should not divine necessity, or aspects of divine necessity, generate the same result? After all, divine causality, on the face of it, would appear to stand a rather better chance of being experienced universally than mere terrestrial causality, and being recognized universally in human experience, especially if that were the wish of an omnipotent (or near-omnipotent) being. I will return to this issue later.

In any case, it is a classic case of the anthropomorphic fallacy to claim, as Archer does, that the properties of observers (human subjects) can somehow ‘suspend’ or ‘occlude’ the operation of the causal powers of reality upon us, so that these may not register in our personal experience or awareness. This, for her, renders religious non-experience, despite God’s existence, explicable. But, if humans possessed these powers of ‘blocking-out’ reality, that would be a superhuman achievement indeed! The examples given do not establish the point. Perfect pitch may exist in music, and yet not all be able to hear it, or to know it if they did. Those who do have refined their sense-perceptions, so that they register it, and those who do have also learned to apply a cultural meaning to a particular quality of sound. Nonetheless, all with the appropriate functioning sensory equipment, not only will be able to hear something, but also recognize this ‘something’ as music, because music is dependent on the materiality of ‘agitated layers of air’, and this is registered as sense-data. Nobody with the normal human cognitive and sensory capacities would report hearing nothing whatsoever, or would deny that what they hear is music. This situation clearly is not analogous to religious non-experience, which of course means exactly that nothing religious has been experienced.

The same point applies to Archer’s wine-tasting example. In a sense, the sommelier and the amateur do share the same experience — the experience of tasting the wine. Even though the experience will not have the same meaning for the sommelier as for the amateur, both will be fully cognizant of the fact that they are tasting wine, and not, say, beer. There would be no dispute over the reality of that which is being tasted. How is this comparable to the differential statuses of the person who does and who does not experience God? In the former case, there is, in a minimal sense, a kind of constant conjuncture between emission and reception, or there is an elementary universal reception of the object of experience. In the latter case, there is not. Unlike the amateur wine-taster, the religious non-believer does not, as Archer suggests, require ‘refinement’ of his or her ‘spiritual sensibility’. Rather, he or she is precisely lacking anything that might be so refined.

Archer would establish the defensibility of affirming the rationality of religious practices (as sources of objective knowledge) by drawing out their close kinship with other knowledge-generating cultural practices that are also (she says) unbound by empirical or sensory methods of validation. In this respect, religious practices are not like scientific practices, which necessarily have an empirical or sensory dimension, since they are about knowing space-time causally bound material mechanisms and structures. Rather, religious practices are, she says, analogous to artistic/aesthetic practices (such as playing music or appreciating music — her own examples) and hermeneutics. Now, since the objectivity or validity of such artistic/aesthetic or hermeneutical practices is not typically regarded with suspicion or scepticism, suggests Archer, so nor likewise should the objectivity or validity of religious practices.

One difficulty with Archer’s argument is that her examples drawn from aesthetics and hermeneutics do not establish that knowledge in such cases is abstracted from empirical testing by means of sense-data reports. Therefore, her argument does not demonstrate that any kind of knowledge (beyond logic and mathematics) is possible without an empirical basis. How, we might ask, are the judgements of the sommelier rendered objective? This is possible only by virtue of his or her sensory experience of the wine being tested. The wine has the taste it does only by virtue of a particular combination of chemical elements, which are experienced by the taster as sense-data. The wine must be experienced as sense-data before a cultural meaning or interpretation (worked out within a specific cultural practice — the practice of the sommelier) can be applied to the experience of its tasting. The practice of the sommelier is analogous to the practice of the scientist (not the religionist) in the sense that both are based on sensory experience. In both cases, sense-data is the raw material that the practitioners work upon, and without which judgements (whether qualitative or quantitative) cannot be advanced, or at least confirmed. This makes possible the outsider checks that would rationalize or objectify the knowledge-claims being advanced. This is not the case for religious practices, which are emancipated from reliance on sense-data reports or empirical corroboration of sense-data reports. Religion truly is a ‘special case’. Religion is the only kind of practice that would advance objective epistemological knowledge-claims about ontological reality based on experiences that are non-sensual and non-empirical.

The same point can be made in relation to the practice of hermeneutics in the social and cultural sciences. Interpretative understanding of any specific item of human behaviour or cultural practice depends on the reception by the observer of perceptual data. I can understand the activities or practices of an alien culture only by observing the physical behaviours of its individual members. On this basis, informed by a ‘principle of humanity’135 (my knowledge of the commonality of human needs and interests and competencies, which is confirmed by cross-cultural empirical checking), and informed by my knowledge of the universal constraints and enablements posed by the physical environment upon generic human practices, I can attribute rational meanings to my observations. I can, in short, ‘get inside the head’ of those whose behaviour I wish to understand.

What secures the potential objectivity of my hermeneutical understanding of alien practices is its correspondence with the actual motives of those who engage in these practices. But a necessary condition of obtaining such an objective understanding of motives is the simple fact that I share in common with the alien subjects comparable interests, the same medium of interaction (physical nature), and the cognitive capacity to experience the world in a similar way. But the latter is possible only by virtue of our common possession of fundamentally the same sensory equipment. I can understand the alien not simply because we share a common human nature (and hence a substratum of shared needs and interests supporting common cultural practices — food-procurement, shelter-building, art and music, social co-operation, etc.), or because we share in common a ‘lived relation’ to the material world. In addition, I can understand the alien because we experience the world in commensurable ways, by virtue of the universal sensory capacities of our species.

Therefore, even in hermeneutics, there is empirical checking, since the communication and interpretation of meaning depend on sense-data. How is communication and interpretative understanding possible? Because humans possess bodies, and hands, and vocal organs. Language is meaningful by virtue of the materiality of physical signs (on paper or other materials), and/or the vocal production of variations of sound in speech, which are transmitted and received as aural or visual sense-data. By virtue of this, only a specific range of meanings can be attached to particular sound-images or visual images, and more specific meanings are then determined by their contextualization within specific practices or situations. This makes communication possible. This also makes possible the objectivity of linguistic signs, so that these can facilitate our practical engagements with the world, and our social interactions with each other. In short, language has an empirical dimension, so that signs can be experienced sensually, and it is by virtue of this that the meanings conveyed by discourse are exchangeable and universalizable and comparable.

This too, in hermeneutics, makes empirical checking of cultural meanings possible, including across cultural borders. Yes, of course, meanings are unobservable, but the articulation of meanings in actions and words is empirical, and thus observable and checkable. Nor is understanding simply a function of intersubjective agreement. The ‘objectification’ of meanings in empirical data — the observable actions and the reasons given by subjects for their actions — ensures that hermeneutical knowledge is potentially objective by virtue of empirical validation. Because of our common human nature (capacities and interests), the universality of our sense-experience of a shared object-world, and the transcultural objectivity of language (which depends on common sensory experience), we can empirically test the validity of our own interpretative accounts of beliefs and practices.

It is also highly problematic to compare religious practices to artistic or aesthetic practices, and these problems call into dispute the rationality of affirming the objectivity of the former. This is especially true of aesthetic practices. The rationality and objectivity of aesthetic judgements derived from aesthetic practices is very disputable. These too fall under the hermeneutics of suspicion. Consider, again, for example, Archer’s own example of wine tasting. Now wine tasting is undoubtedly an aesthetic practice that is status-bound and class-bound. Arguably, and quite plausibly, this is a means of demonstrating the aesthetic superiority of some social group or community vis-à-vis others, a method of exercising cultural power for purposes of social inclusion and exclusion. This being the case, can we be sure that the sommelier really has a superior objective knowledge to the enthusiastic amateur wine enthusiast? Or is this another case of a cultural elite arbitrarily ‘constructing’ some particular sense experience of some entity as representing ‘good taste’, to then be cultivated in a set of practices, so that its recognition becomes a marker of aesthetic status? Do the descriptive terms applied by the sommelier to the object of his or her experience — ‘bouquet’, ‘heaviness’, ‘length’, etc. — really illuminate some objective property of the wine? Or is this an artful ‘language game’ without any secure anchorage in real-world objects?

I think it is at least possible that the latter judgements are appropriate. After all, how could Archer’s ‘lads at the Lagavulin distillery’ possibly learn through ‘experience’ that the ‘best time to drink this single malt is when it is sixteen years old’? Only sixteen years, mind you, and never beforehand or afterward! Was this judgement based on a stringent method of comparative testing, such that the sixteen years were contrasted with six months, or two years, or five years, or ten years, or twenty years, and the results carefully recorded? This seems unlikely. Who is going to leave a brew sitting on a shelf in a cellar for sixteen years on the off-chance it might taste better than if it were consumed at any period beforehand or afterwards? Such pronouncements most likely tell us rather more about the strategies of signification and boundary-drawing of elite status communities (to demarcate themselves from ‘commonfolk’ and exclude ‘outsiders’) than they do about an externally existing reality. After all, there is no shortage of ‘aesthetic experts’ of all hues, and in various fields, who under test conditions have failed to distinguish the ‘sublime’ from the ‘mundane’. In such cases, having designated a particular experience as the experience of something highly refined, and having attempted to cultivate through repeated experiences of the thing the knowledge of its distinctiveness from other things less refined, they have nonetheless failed to learn properly the rules of their own game.

I have suggested that it is also problematic to regard religious practices as more akin to artistic practices than scientific practices. There are a number of reasons for this. First, there is scarcely any agreement in the cultural sphere over exactly what art is, what art is supposed to do, and what should be included in its orbit. There is often a reluctance to even attempt to define art. Art often appears to be simply what artists do and call art.136 This is not the case for either science or religion, which have fairly stable and precise meanings.

Second, unlike scientific knowledge (and, according to theists, religious knowledge), art is subjective, inter-subjective and relativistic, in the sense that it is exhausted by its human practices and products, which are culturally and historically context-bound. Art is purportedly rather more a matter of cultural style and taste and fashion than the knowledge yielded by religion and science. Thus, art possesses a cultural and historical relativity that is denied of religious and scientific knowledge, which are reputedly more objective and universal. There will be disagreements over the artistic merits of different artistic genres, styles and products across social and cultural divides within a particular society (including what counts as art), let alone across societal or historical borders. By contrast, there is a high degree of consensus today within and across societies on the objective value of the key scientific theories, and a general acceptance that discarded theories that were once seen as representing the truth of the world have been shown not so much to be false as partial. Similarly, although different religious faiths have incommensurable articles of faith, there is no disagreement across religious lines on the question of the reality of the transcendent to which they all appeal, or on the status of each of the rival faiths as religions. Muslims, for example, do not typically claim that Christianity is not a religion, or vice versa.

Third, art, unlike religion or science, is a form of practice in which there is a synthesis of form and content, or ‘where the form is the content’ or function.137 The meaning of religious practice, by contrast, is given by its content or function — to know and worship God. The meaning of scientific practice is also given by its content or function — to know and control the material world. By contrast, the meaning of a sculpture or painting or poem is given by its form: in a poem not simply the dictionary definitions of the words it contains, but ‘also all those words’ connotations, their sounds and their rhythm’;138 in a painting or sculpture not simply by the thing or subject it represents but by its shape, use of colours, positioning, the kind of materials used, and so on.

Fourth, art may or may not relate to the world beyond itself and culture. Moreover, where it does relate to the world, it is usually concerned with human cognitive and affectual experience of the world, not with the nature of the world itself. This is because art is always intended to do its work on and through the senses. By contrast, religion and science as human practices are necessarily related to specific external objects (natural reality and transcendent reality), which exist independently of human experience, and it is these objects that give them their purpose — knowing these objects. If science and religion possess a greater objectivity than artistic production and aesthetic sensibility, it is by virtue of their necessary relation to ‘outsider reality’.

Finally, religious knowledge itself is more like scientific knowledge and recipe (practical trial-by-error) knowledge than artistic understanding/appreciation. This is because religious knowledge, like scientific and practical-empirical knowledge, constitutes truth-claims about the nature of the world outside society and culture — such as the reality of God and the immortal soul, the notion that the natural world is the creation of divinity, etc. Whereas scientific and theistic knowledge is not confined to what can be experienced sensually by human beings, but includes reference to unobservables (e.g. God and gravity fields), practical-empirical knowledge is entirely informed by human experience of sensual reality. Nonetheless, such objective knowledge of reality, as is claimed by science and religion, cannot plausibly be detached from whatever evidential grounds these possess. Both science and religion make factual, ontological claims about reality, and attempt to corroborate these claims with argument and evidence.

Artistic sensibility, by contrast, does not make objective or factual claims about the nature of the world. This is not fundamentally about the production/appreciation of knowledge of‘outsider reality’, or indeed ‘insider reality’. Or, rather, making such knowledge-claims is not integral to artistic practice and sensibility. Therefore, art (and aesthetics) do not need to validate or corroborate themselves empirically or objectively. Art objects have to be registered through the senses if they are to communicate the meanings intended by their authors, but they do not express ‘hypotheses’ that are presented for rational judgement, to be measured against a criterion of verification or falsification. Rather, artistic practices are about the imaginative and creative production of artefacts, which are intended as objects of abstract contemplation, and which provoke or stimulate our aesthetic, affectual, intellectual and imaginative sensibilities.

Such productions may claim to represent reality, or to criticize aspects of the world, or to raise the creative and critical faculties of people, so that they may conceive of a better mode of being in the world. The resultants of such practices might tell us something of the good and the true, or of what is wrong with the world, our culture, or ourselves. But the purpose of artistic practices is not to yield rational factual and/or analytical knowledge of reality. They do not articulate ‘facts’ about the world, or deduce the ‘facts’ from the methods of logic and reason (or revelation), or objectively analyse or explain why the facts are so and not otherwise. This is the task of the natural and human sciences, and of philosophy; and this is also (according to religious believers) a key role of theism. Nor is the role of artistic practices to furnish human beings with an ethic of political or moral ‘right-action’. That is the task of philosophy, of religion, and also of the critical-emancipatory social sciences (such as Marxism and Critical Theory).

Artistic practices and their productions may function as ways of reacting (abstractly and creatively) to human existential issues and problems — hence they will address secular and transcendental meanings. Nonetheless, artistic practices are not essentially about articulating moral rules of human conduct or claiming objective knowledge of being. Rather, they are intended primarily to cultivate our appreciation of the various aspects of existence (of beauty, of our own selves, of the human condition, of the transcendental, or indeed of the aesthetic worth of the objects of artistic production themselves). Moreover, they are intended to cultivate our appreciation of the need to consider in an emotionally charged way questions of the meaning of the different forms or aspects of being. But they do not normally aspire to provide us with answers to these questions. They are often about how we relate affectually, morally and intellectually to the world, not about how the world actually is, or how we might know how the world is the way it is.

Fundamentally, artistic practice is not about objective reality, but about our inner worlds in response to objective reality. Artistic productions are intended to elicit our emotional, critical and aesthetic involvement in, or response to, or appreciation of, some aspect of our human-being-in-the-world, even if that aspect is exhausted by the artistic object itself.

Art objects provide an ‘objective correlate’ for different ideas and emotions about some aspect of reality or more commonly of some human experience of that reality. They are intended to be objects of contemplation, which not so much represent or record reality, or express normative guidelines of how we should live our lives, as encourage us to respond emotionally and intellectually and imaginatively to reality or to our experience of reality — to ‘feel ideas’ about the object (‘art for art’s sake’), ourselves, other people, society, or the wider world. This type of endeavour, which centres on production rather than contemplation, on cultivating the aesthetic rather than the epistemological, and which is concerned with inner subjective interpretative states rather than questions of objective morality and ontology, does not seem commensurate with religious practices or sensibility. Unlike artistic practices, religious practices (like scientific practices) are concerned with epistemology and objective ontology. As such, they require validation or corroboration by empirical facts and sense-data reports, if the objects of their knowledge-claims are to be defensible, yet religion exempts itself from that rational demand.

My argument so far establishes that the judgemental rationality of deriving rational epistemologies from the standpoint of subjective experience is, at the very least, disputable. This also effectively undercuts the argument of the CR spiritualists that the alleged universality of religious experiences counts as strong (although not decisive) objective evidence of God’s existence. However, the CR version of the theological argument from universal assent has additional difficulties of its own, which are worth discussing.

This argument is superficially plausible (if we accept the contentious underlying premise that religious experience is no more or less corrigible than any other kind of experience) only on condition that we strip away from the rich cultural plurality of religious experiences pretty much all of their specific contents, so that only the abstract form remains. If the beliefs of different faiths, derived from the standpoint of accumulated personal religious experiences of community members, are often incompatible, often disagree on fundamentals, and always disagree on all the details (and that is exactly why genuine inter-religious dialogue has hardly got off first base), then it appears to follow that much of religious faith (perhaps most) is error. But, if much or most is error, what is the warranty for supposing the remainder could not also be error?

Moreover, since the social and cultural sciences can offer theoretical explanations of the specificity of religious beliefs in different social and historical contexts, which are supported by empirical anthropological study, that is a further good reason for disputing the claim that religious experience is meaningful only by virtue of the transcendent. I have pointed out that no one can dispute that there is a strong correlation between an individual’s membership of a particular cultural community or tradition and the type of religious values and beliefs that he or she is likely to hold. Individuals reared in Christian communities or cultures overwhelmingly become Christians, they do not become Muslims or Hindus or Buddhists, and of course vice versa. This can be explained plausibly only with resort to the methods and concepts of the social sciences, for example theories of socialization and enculturation, boundary-maintenance, social identity, and so on.

For the theist, if this plurality of religious beliefs is to evidence a deeper ontological reality — the universal structure of divinity — then good reasons must be given to counteract the countervailing weight of argument and evidence mobilized by the cultural sciences. It is insufficient to appeal to the ubiquity of religious experience across cultures. This is because: (1) for most of history ordinary people across all cultures have endorsed mistaken beliefs about something or other (e.g. such as that the sun moves around the earth and the world is flat) — so universal error is real; (2) religiosity (in the sense of belief in God or gods) has never been universally agreed across cultures either — most cultures have had atheistic or sceptical strands to them, even if these have for the most part been subterranean traditions and ruthlessly suppressed by the religious authorities; and (3) epistemic plurality not only can be rationally explained without reference to the transcendental, but furthermore it is a tricky task to explain how or why it exists at all, given the universality of the underlying reality (godstuff) that allegedly is being commonly experienced by humanity. Of course, the answer given to (3) by the CR spiritualists is that there is a non-isomorphic relationship between ontology and epistemology, so that interpretations of experience are always fallible. But that is obviously as much an argument against the incorrigibility of transcendental experience per se, than it is for the fallibility and plurality of culturally specific beliefs about transcendence. For this reason it cannot serve to bolster the defensibility of the CR argument in favour of the specific interpretation (transcendence) that is being placed on religious experience.

A salient point is that God (on the religious construction) is not like the structures of material reality. It is these crucial differences that problematize universal religious experience as objective evidence of God, for reasons that will now be outlined. Unlike material reality — which is the object of science — God is conscious and self-conscious, a voluntary agent, a super-subject, a cosmic intelligence, the creator of all reality, and he is unbound by the categories of time, space and causality. The structures and mechanisms of physical reality are the exact reverse of God in all of these fundamental respects, and are the same only in the sense that these too are often unobservables. These (like God) may be unobservable, or outside the range of human sensory experience, but science can nonetheless corroborate their existence. This is accomplished by relating in theory the phenomenal or sensual forms of reality to the unobservable mechanisms responsible for them, by designing experiments that affirm (by virtue of empirical testing) their causal efficacy in the world, and by designing technologies based on the new knowledges that demonstrate their truth-value in practice — i.e. by enhancing human control over the natural environment.

This is possible because matter is knowable by science because it is manipulable by science: experimental methods work because matter is not conscious, is not a self-defining agent, and so cannot choose how to respond to external stimuli. Matter is governed by causal mechanisms that can be verified because they can be triggered under laboratory conditions where they will generate determinate effects. God, on the other hand, on the typical religious construction, cannot be verified by empirical experience or by science, because he is not manipulable by human beings, or by our rational practices of knowledge-construction or testing. He cannot, for example, be ‘activated’ in a laboratory to see how his causality works in and on the material world. This apparently places God, on the common religious interpretation, outside rational objective knowability, such that his existence cannot be ‘publicly’ proven or disproven.

But there is a deeper problem. God is not like the world of matter that can be empirically investigated, because he is, on the Christian interpretation, pure subjectivity, pure spirit. But God is more than pure subjectivity; he is, on most religious accounts, absolute being. This means that God is omniscient, omnipotent (or from the perspective of the CR spiritualists near-omnipotent). God is also, on the Christian interpretation, total goodness, and unconditional love. Now, as self-conscious subject, God wishes humanity to know his love and goodness, and to give it in return, and he wishes to bestow his love on all his creation. This is the Christian view of a personal God, which is endorsed by the CR spiritualists. From this perspective, God needs to love, and to be loved, by his human creations. Furthermore, humanity is God’s highest creation, a species that is made in God’s own image, and one that possesses finite or relative forms of God’s own properties — mind, self, reason, love, voluntary agency, etc. But, as absolute being, God should logically have no difficulty in ensuring that he is known and loved and understood by his highest creatures, especially since these (we) were teleologically created, according to the CR spiritualists (and mainstream Christian theology), for exactly that purpose. Yet, in spite of this, throughout history, and in all cultures, there is no absolute universal assent on the question of God’s reality (atheism and agnosticism as philosophical systems are not restricted to modern secular societies, and historically there has always been religious scepticism). Moreover, for the faithful, across religious cultures, there is no agreement on the meaning of God’s Word, indeed bitter dispute is the norm.

This is a real problem for theism, including the theism of the CR spiritualists, and one that cannot be resolved by appeals to the epistemic relativism of knowledge. On the face of it, non-religious experience appears incompatible with the concept of a personal God. For, if God exists, and possesses the positive qualities that the CR spiritualists wish to ascribe to him (near-omnipotence, unbounded creativity, active ingredient in all of reality — structural and phenomenal), and if this God wishes to be known by humanity, then it is difficult to explain the religious non-experiences of the agnostics, the atheists, and of the many religious believers who believe without actually experiencing God. This is a rather different situation to the one we confront when we relate to non-observable material structures and mechanisms of the natural world as objects of knowledge. One cannot experience a subatomic particle, or a galaxy beyond the range of our most powerful telescopes, because there are good reasons not to do so. Such a structure is outside our sensory perception. But the same cannot be said of God, because God supposedly exists at every level of the world, and is a conscious being who wishes to be universally experienceable, and who has the power to make himself universally experienceable. Therefore, if God is real, he should be as universally experienceable by all human beings as the effects of gravity, or the weather, or nuclear fallout, which manifestly he is not.

The problem is perhaps especially acute because God, unlike the physical world, has the power of agency (i.e. of communication), by virtue of which he can ensure that he is understood by human beings, and by virtue of which no persuasive reason can be given for why he should not be understood by all human beings everywhere, irrespective of time or place. Thus, the concept of revelation or revealed knowledge is the basis of philosophical religiosity, the source of religious doctrine, and its chief legitimation. Again, in this respect, God is not of the same status as those little-understood or as yet undiscovered (unobservable) structures of the world that are the objects of the natural sciences. Such structures are indifferent to whether or not they are apprehended, and they do not necessarily act in ways that render themselves apprehendable by human beings. Conversely, God is not indifferent to whether or not he is experienced and known by his creatures, this is why he reveals himself (or part of his nature) to human beings. Yet God is apparently not experienced by millions, or at least is not recognized as having been experienced by millions, especially in post-enlightenment cultures. This is not only despite the best efforts of God, but also despite the formidable powers of powerful religious institutions and ideologies to enlighten the faithless, and despite the psychic and emotional comforts that religious belief provides.

In these circumstances, I would suggest that the alternative explanation — that God is not experienced (or not recognized in experience) simply because there is no God to experience — is rather less improbable. The contrary explanation of the CR spiritualists — that God exists and wishes to be experienced but is blocked-out of the experiences of millions of the faithless by a post-enlightenment secular culture of mammon-worship — is extraordinarily problematic. For God to be unexperienceable by, or unrecognizable to, millions of the faithless, which manifestly he is, means attributing to sociocultural factors hydraulic powers of reality-construction, or of ideological conditioning, of human consciousness, by virtue of which experience and hence knowledge of God is effaced or occluded.

One problem with this is that it is not a CR position. For CR, as social science theory, human agents and social structures both possess their own irreducible causal powers and emergent properties, so that social systems cannot be reduced to either the voluntary actions of human beings, or the relations between institutional parts of a total social structure.139 Individuals are not fully socialized, but possess human properties (organismic, subjective, agential), by virtue of which they enjoy relative autonomy from their social and cultural environments. Such a conception of social reality is incompatible with the notion that culture and ideology possess the power to block out completely or distort beyond recognition God’s attempts to communicate with us.

Nor is this a compelling argument from the perspective of any other sociological theory, even those (such as social constructionism and structuralism) which endorse the over-social subject. For, if God were experienceable, and wishes to be experienced, surely he (of all things) would possess the power (of communication) to break through the veil of ideological mystification and human self-alienation generated by the secular culture of modernity. Yet this secular culture, according to the CR spiritualists, is preventing religious non-believers from experiencing one or other aspect of his nature. However, to deny God that capacity (of universal communication), yet to insist on his absolute goodness and near-omnipotence, as the CR spiritualists do, would appear rather capricious, if not self-contradictory.

The problem is compounded by the CR spiritualists’ specific interpretation of God as one who takes the side of the poor and oppressed and virtuous against the rich and oppressors and unjust. God is said to be selective about those whose experience he chooses to reveal himself in — only those who please him get to experience him. ‘God will show himself to those who themselves show justice and mercy, and will hide himself from those who oppress the poor.’140 But this makes God rather foolish. If God reveals himself only to the already-virtuous, then what use is he for purposes of universal human enlightenment and freedom? There would not appear to be much point in preaching to the converted. A more sensible strategy would surely be for God to reveal himself to the agents of oppression and injustice, not simply because they are the ones who require his guidance, but because this might actually convince them to refrain from oppressing the downtrodden. This also beggars the problem of how we can derive an ‘experience’ of God from actions that are purportedly pleasing to God. The religious believer may ‘feel’ or ‘sense’ he or she is closer to God by virtue of good works, but this could simply be a misapprehension of the real meaning of his or her own subjective (aesthetic or moral) experience. This could be a secular concern with justice, or perhaps simply a concern of a subject with his or her own sense of self-affirmation or self-identification in solidarity with fellow human beings.

The upshot of my analysis is that religious experience is not simply corrigible, but is fundamentally untrustworthy. Therefore, if religious beliefs are derived from religious experience, that is a good reason to discount them. Why, then, should the secularist be convinced of the reality of God by the mere empirical and historical fact of ubiquitous religious experience and beliefs? I conclude that the argument of the CR spiritualists — that there is ‘power’ in the observation that the universality of personal religious experience, albeit plural and fallible, corroborates the reality of God — is unpersuasive, indeed implausible.


(4) Do the CR spiritualists establish good grounds for supplementing religious experience as a source of religious knowledge, on the terrain of natural theology, or for deriving revealed theology from personal religious experience, and regarding such knowledge as trustworthy?

The CR spiritualists do not think that personal religious experience is by itself sufficient evidential grounds for affirming theism. Rather, given epistemological stalemate in the public debate between religionism and secularism, on the terrain of philosophy and the sciences, they wish to argue that personal religious experience is not only the basic source of religious knowledge, but also its chief legitimation. Now, part of the reason they think there is epistemological stalemate between theism and atheism is that a powerful case can be made for a revamped version of the teleological argument (or argument from design) that is consistent with the cosmological sciences.


Of the traditional proofs, the argument from teleology in nature is perhaps the strongest, and that is by no means a conclusive argument, balanced against its opposite, the argument from evil against the existence of God. Some aspects of nature point to God’s existence, some make atheism look probable.141



This is instructive. The argument for God from teleology is a strong argument, and would be a conclusive one, if there were not evil in the world as well as order and design. However, since the CR spiritualists do present an explanation of evil, by withdrawing from God the status of absolute power, this would appear to attribute to the teleological argument the status of an odds-on certainty.

For the CR spiritualists, natural theology, properly understood, provides strong objective grounds for affirming that the self-evident order and design of our universe almost certainly presupposes a designing intelligence. This does not demonstrate the reality of the specific personal God of the Christian tradition. That is the task of revealed theology, which is based ultimately on religious experience. But it does show that there is some kind of conscious super-being (or god-like entity) that is the creator or source of the natural world. However, the version of the teleological argument outlined by the CR spiritualists, which, aside from the individual standpoint theory, is their chief philosophical line of defence of theism, does not hold any water, for reasons I will now outline. This is a crucial shortcoming, since in effect it undermines their claim that the objective philosophical case for and against God is symmetrical or equivalent. If it can be shown to be the case that the teleological argument is unsustainable, so that the objective argument/evidence for and against God is asymmetric in favour of atheism, this further undermines the judgemental rationality of regarding personal experience of God as providing sufficient grounds for religious belief.

As we have seen, according to the CR spiritualists, and also the CR agnostic Hartwig, the notion of ultimate divine causality (as affirmed by the teleological argument) in nature is not incompatible with Marxian materialism, despite appearances to the contrary. For Collier, whereas the teleological argument demonstrates the probable existence of a godlike directing intelligence residing at the root of nature, Marxism (both dialectical and socio-historical materialism) demonstrates that both human society and the natural world are governed immediately by material causes.142 For Hartwig, also, socio-historical materialism can be ‘regionally’ true, i.e. of physical nature and human society, yet not true of ‘ultimate’ ontology. There is, he suggests, no logical contradiction in affirming that godstuff is the basis of reality whereas the material causality of modes of production and economic structures dominate in the human and social spheres. For him, the fact that there has usually been a close ‘affinity’ between objective idealism (at the level of ultimate philosophical ontology) and socio-historical idealism (at the level of the human sciences) does not mean that there is any essential or necessary connection between them.143

However, this is unsatisfactory. Neither Collier nor Hartwig provide an argument for why a Marxian atheist should accept the idea of supernatural causality at the level of ‘ultimate’ being; and many (perhaps most) committed Christians would baulk at Collier’s idea that God’s causality should be reduced to an ‘ultimatum’. On the one hand, although Collier and Hartwig are right to point out that ontological idealism at the ‘ultimate’ level may conceivably be true, without rejecting ‘regional materialism’ at the levels of natural and social being, this does not establish rational grounds for supposing that it is. On the other hand, if materialism rules in the natural and social worlds, then God is denied authorship of everything but the ‘original’ or ‘basic’ constituents of matter, which is an obvious limitation of his creativity. What use is a God of the ‘ultimate structure’, who dwells outside the processes of natural and human evolution, which are then carried forward by their own independent generative mechanisms? Why pay tribute to the author of the ‘basement’ of natural necessity rather than the self-creative powers of matter that are responsible for the rich diversity of stratification and emergence ascending to ever higher levels of complexity from this root stratum?

But, for Hartwig, to propose against the theist that ‘ultimate’ reality is more likely to be material than spiritual, is not only philosophically unwarranted, but also likely to strengthen the affinity between ontological and socio-historical idealism rather than diminish it. However, since Hartwig himself concedes that ontological idealism has historically gone hand-in-hand with socio-historical idealism, this appears to be a rather odd tack to take. Would not an effective critique of ontological idealism weaken socio-historical idealism, given they have this elective affinity? In any case, how many religious fundamentalists can be won to socialist or libertarian politics by ‘going soft’ on God? How many non-dogmatic religious progressives, committed to winning earthly human freedoms, will be deterred? I have argued (Chapter 3) that ontological idealism is questionable on the terrain of philosophical and scientific rationality, on conceptual and logical grounds, and on the terrain of politics and ethics, whereas ontological materialism is at least defensible on these grounds. I have also attempted to demonstrate (Chapter 1) that the God-concept is incompatible with CR.

Hartwig does not explain the elective affinity between objective and sociohistorical idealism. But, in fact, ontological idealism provides philosophical grounds for socio-historical idealism, as I try to show in my Marxism and Realism.144 Hartwig’s converse claim is that ontological materialism does not establish the case for socio-historical materialism. He is right that this needs to be established on its own theoretical terrain. But endorsing ontological materialism overcomes an important objection to socio-historical materialism — namely the idea that a cosmic super-subject, not modes of production and class struggle, or more broadly structurally and culturally conditioned human agency, is the real motive force behind humanity and society. A denial of God is thus a blow against teleological and idealist understandings of history, whether Christian myths of the Final Judgement, or philosophical myths of the reunification of God and humankind on earth, such as those articulated by Hegel and the Bhaskar of FEW.145 I also agree with Hartwig that socio-historical idealism has to be challenged ‘in its own terms’ on the terrain of the social sciences. This does not mean we should accommodate ontological idealism, however, for this too is questionable on its own terrain.

Collier’s defence of intelligent design is predicated on the notion that the natural world is teleologically structured. Thus, it is ‘teleology’ in nature that requires explanation, he says.146 This is disputable. Teleology is not simply the notion that things are designed or appear designed, but the notion that things exist because of the goals or purposes that their designs serve. But much of the natural world does not appear as if goal-directed, or as if purposive. This is the case for the inanimate, inorganic domains of nature. What purposes or goals or functionality of design do rocks, deserts, oceans, or mountains serve? These would appear to result from the purposeless mechanics of cause-and-effect. Such is not a teleological process. Biological evolution, if the prior chemical conditions favour life, occurs as a process of genetical-physiological-behavioural adaptation to a world made by the prior structuring of the laws of physics and chemistry, although it then reacts back upon and modifies the material conditions that got it started. Nor is this a teleological process.

There is, of course, teleological causality in the human world, because human beings possess properties of mind and self, which make possible future-oriented goal-directed behaviour. But there is not teleological causality in the non-conscious biological world, since here the functionality of order and design is the result of purposeless evolutionary algorithms (the random genetic selection of adaptations that survive and dominate because they enhance the survival-capacity of organisms and species). There is, in biological nature, goal-directed behaviour, at the level of organisms and species, but not at the level of selective mechanisms. All animal species pursue goals — mating, eating, sleeping, etc. But these goals are normally instinctual imperatives, coded in the genes, and/or reinforced by elementary social learning processes. These are not purposive or intentional in the sense meant by philosophers of mind — pre-planned, consciously enacted, and reflectively understood. These are explainable in terms of the internal biological make-up of the respective organic species, not some external designing or ordering impulse at work in the world — such as an intelligent designer.

For sure, ritualistic dances in certain animal species, for example, can be said to exist because they fulfil a purpose or goal — i.e. facilitating sexual intercourse, and hence reproduction. But this is a functional explanation, not a teleological one, if what is meant by teleological in this case is that the process of natural selection that led to the evolution of the dance ritual was itself goal-directed — its purpose being the enhancement of the adaptive-success of the relevant species. For the species in question, the dance ritual performs the function of triggering sexual relations, but this ‘purpose’ is itself the effect of a process that is purposeless. For Collier, by contrast, evolutionary natural processes are apparently explainable in terms of their goals, so that the evolved organs, physical architecture and ritual behaviours of species are explainable in terms of the purposes they serve in enhancing their adaptive-value.147 But this is a misrepresentation of Darwinism. Natural selection, according to Darwinian science, is not a teleological process at all, because the ‘design’ that exists in the natural world is regarded not as the product of any kind of goal-directed or intentional agency, but of the adaptive primacy of certain biological structures vis-à-vis the physical environment.

Collier thinks that there are ‘teleological’ phenomena in nature — notably the anthropic coincidences — which simply cannot be explained naturalistically, and therefore are ‘odds-on’ to require explanation in terms of a super-intelligent designer.148 However, as I will try to demonstrate, a case can be made that there are no anthropic coincidences. Even if there were, there is no reason to suppose they are teleological, nor evidence of an intelligent designer, because we know from Darwinian evolutionary science that design in nature does not require a conscious designer. This knowledge is not in the least bit speculative in its application to the organic domain. But, if this is true of organic nature, we are entitled to suppose it could be equally true of inorganic nature.

In fact, we are entitled, on entirely rational grounds, to suppose that the proposition that inorganic nature does not have an intelligent designer behind it is a better bet than the proposition that it does. Why? Because our science tells us that the most complex of nature’s designs (plant and animal species, human beings) are the products of nature, not a supernatural being. And, if this is true of the higher, most complex designs, it is rather more plausible to suppose it is also true of the simpler or more basic anterior designs, even if our sciences cannot yet tell us how. Consider the alternative. If the fundamental inorganic structures and mechanisms of the universe are the products of an intelligent designer, this would appear to arbitrarily restrict the work of such a cosmic super-being. Why would God (or a god-like intelligent designer) create the fundamental energies and elementary forms of inorganic nature, but not the rather more complex and dynamic structures of organic nature, which are then mysteriously left to the work of unintelligent purposeless natural selection?

The CR argument from design is especially spelled out by Porpora.149 This argument, which is very fishy, works as follows. From the very fact that the universe is organized in such a way that life and conscious life is possible, then it must have been consciously intended to be that way, otherwise life and conscious life would depend on a highly improbable set of anthropic coincidences in order to have evolved. It is worth quoting him at length:


We are not speaking here just of the universe’s manifest order and intricacy. To be sure, life would be impossible were the universe not sufficiently ordered and intricate. Far more compelling, however, are all the delicate balances that physicists refer to collectively as the ‘anthropic coincidences’. In theory, the basic parameters of the universe — the force strengths and fundamental constraints — could all have assumed values very different from what they actually are. Yet, were any of a great number of them even minutely different, say, by even less than one part in a hundred trillion, we would not be here … The very existence of stars like our sun, for example, depends on certain very delicate balances. Were gravity only slightly weaker or electromagnetism only slightly stronger … all stars would be red dwarfs, too cold to support life. With similarly slight changes in the other direction, all stars would be blue giants, exhausting their fuel in millions rather than billions of years — too soon to support life. The existence then of stars like our sun depends on an astonishing calibration of forces … We also would have ended up with either all red dwarfs or all blue giants if the electron-proton mass ratio differed only slightly. As it happens, the electron is about one ten thousandth as massive as the proton. An even slightly less massive electron would have produced all blue giants. It is truly startling that something as gigantic as a star could depend on a balance between particles one trillionth of a centimetre in size. Yet, there are many other examples like this. The universe would contain none of the chemical building blocks of life, if the neutron did not outweigh the proton by about 0.1 per cent, approximately the mass of two electrons … The current consensus among physicists is that the anthropic coincidences of cosmology do require explanation. The apparent design of the universe is not a pseudo-problem.150



As Porpora asserts: ‘Any one of these coincidences is fantastically improbable. That they and many others all obtain simultaneously by chance alone, is beyond belief.’151 However, one problem with the theory of cosmological intelligent design is that it appears to overstate considerably the degree of improbability of life in the universe. Not many physicists and cosmologists would accept with Porpora that our planet just happens to be pretty much unique in terms of generating life-supporting and conscious-life-supporting conditions. An alternative, in my view, rather more sober and credible interpretation, is presented by Dawkins:


The anthropic alternative to the design hypothesis is statistical. Scientists invoke the magic of large numbers. It has been estimated that there is between 1 billion and 30 billion planets in our galaxy. Knocking a few noughts off for reasons of ordinary prudence, a billion billion is a conservative estimate of the number of available planets in the universe. Now, suppose the origin of life, the spontaneous arising of something equivalent to DNA, really was a quite staggeringly improbable event as to occur on only one in a billion planets … And yet … even with such absurdly long odds, life will still have arisen on a billion planets — of which Earth, of course, is one … The chance of finding any one of those billion life-bearing planets recalls the proverbial needle in a haystack. But we don’t have to go out of our way to find a needle because (back to the anthropic principle) any beings capable of looking must necessarily be sitting on one of those prodigiously rare needles before they even start the search … And the beauty of the anthropic principle is that it tells us, against all intuition, that a chemical model need only predict that life would arise on one planet in a billion billion to give us a good and entirely satisfying explanation for the presence of life here.152



Porpora’s error, it seems to me, arises from anthropocentrism. This is also manifested where he makes his remarkable claim that the purpose of humanity is to somehow ‘complete’ the cosmos, which appears a species of both endism and cognitive triumphalism. (The universe, or multiverse, of course, cannot be completed, because (1) it is subject to natural evolution, and is therefore locked in a ceaseless process of inner development and emergence, and because (2) it is an epistemic fallacy to suggest that a finite species, bound at one point in space-time — humanity — can possibly attain a state of perfect knowledge of the mysteries of the cosmos.)

Porpora’s starting point is his appeal to the monumental implausibility that we humans just happen by chance to find ourselves on the type of planet capable of supporting human-level intelligence. But, arguably, this is getting things the wrong way round. Instead of starting from the perspective of humanity on planet Earth, he should perhaps start from the perspective of the wider cosmos. It seems miraculous to us that we are sitting on just that kind of life-supporting planet, so that we can read into that cosmic significance, imagining ourselves as the centrepiece of God’s design. But, since it is not in the least bit miraculous that life has emerged in our universe, on a conservative estimate on a billion worlds (and most likely on up to a billion more), it is even less improbable that it should have emerged on planet Earth, because an Earth-type planet is especially conducive to life and intelligent life.

For Porpora, as we have seen, the ‘entire immensity of the universe’ was necessary in order for intelligent life to emerge. Thus, ‘intelligent life is probably so rare as to require a universe of such giant proportions to produce it even once’.153 But, even if we suppose Porpora is right (and it is true that the overwhelming bulk of the universe is lifeless and unsupportive of life), this in itself appears to admit of the imperfection of God’s ‘intelligent’ design. If God does exist, and is the Creator of all things, why would he have needed to make a universe that renders life and conscious life so phenomenally improbable, rare, marginal and precarious? If the purpose of the universe was, as Porpora suggests, to give rise to conscious life, to become self-conscious of itself, would not an ‘intelligent’ design be one that did not make life so fragile, so chancy, so vulnerable to the forces of cosmic caprice? As Porpora acknowledges, ‘our’ universe is filled with innumerable ‘dead spaces’, solar systems and planets incompatible with life (bipolar systems, multi-polar planets, stars of the wrong size, planets of the wrong size, planets in the wrong orbits outside the CHZ, etc.). In short, ‘our’ universe is filled to the brim with junk. So why would God not have designed the elementary forms and fundamental energies and laws rather differently, such that the universe was rather more accommodating of life and intelligent life than it is? In short, why was his design so inefficient, so wasteful, so profligate? Would not an efficient ‘design’ be one that did not require the ‘entire immensity of the universe’ to generate the flicker of life in one of its remote corners?

This makes God look like an enthusiastic amateur rather than a master builder. It makes it look as if he does not know what he is doing. This God apparently blundered along by trial-and-error, until he just happened upon the correct formula for life, on this speck of dust in this remote corner of the universe, a formula quickly forgotten, and never to be repeated. Indeed, this God presumably decided that his own dinosaurs were a big mistake in his ‘plan’, since they were wiped out not by their failure to adapt biologically to their terrestrial environment, but by the massive cosmic misfortune of a large meteor or asteroid from outside the solar system colliding with the Earth. If it were not for this cataclysmic event, it might not have been possible for humans to have evolved. Of no matter, perhaps God dispatched the meteor or asteroid, as part of his divine plan.

The cosmological design theory is flawed in another respect. If we assume God does not exist, so that the universe was not designed in advance by an intelligent designer, are we left only with the alternative that our universe is really the outcome of a huge number of massively improbable coincidences? There is a logical problem with the argument of those who would answer this question in the affirmative. How can we know that a God-less universe is the product of anthropic coincidences unless by comparing our universe with others that are structured differently, so that evolution in them does not occur or takes a different course (unsupportive of life and consciousness), or by comparison with other universes, with identical fundamental energies and conditions, which have nonetheless evolved differently from our own? Without means of comparison, we cannot know how improbable our evolved universe to date actually is. All we can say is that it exists, and it is the product of a complex multi-layered structure of generative mechanisms.

This is the fundamental problem with the theory of anthropic coincidences: it consists of the fact that we cannot know how coincidental or improbable they are. To understand this presupposes a depth of scientific knowledge of the elementary inner structure of the cosmos that we simply do not yet possess. As Jamie Morgan puts it:


To argue from the ‘improbability’ of the conjunction of constants conducive to life is to suggest that we understand where/how those constants and their combinations are created. But no scientific theory does. All science can do is predict or describe them and use them to predict other things (such as correlate their joint implications when combined). If you don’t know what governs them [the constants] then you don’t know how improbable the actual constants are — ergo improbability is not proven but asserted. It is an abuse or misuse of the term.154



Hence to argue for intelligent design, on the grounds of the improbability of the anthropic coincidences, is to postulate a ‘God of the gaps’. This is the positing of God to fill the void of non-knowledge, in this case the question of how coincidental our universe is. How can we know that the basic parameters and force energies of the universe could have assumed different values? Our scientific knowledge of cosmology and the origins of the universe is simply insufficient to make that judgement. Perhaps the structure of the material universe is so, rather than otherwise, by virtue of natural necessity, in which case the ‘problem’ of the anthropic coincidences disappears. By all means, not all physicists are convinced that the ‘anthropic coincidences’ constitute a real problem that requires explanation. For many, the basic values or properties of the elementary universe are simply invariant, so that ‘there is only one way for a universe to be’,155 which leaves no role for God as a super-intelligence who manipulates the fundamental force-constituents so that life and conscious life is possible.

In any case, all we can say with any reasonable certitude is that our universe, which is the only universe we can study and obtain knowledge of (because we are internal to it and no other), is one which is sufficiently fine-tuned to make life possible, and as it just so happens has generated life. This gets us no nearer to an ‘intelligent designer’ or to God. Even if it could be shown to be true that the universe we inhabit is authentically improbable, as Morgan observes (in his critique of ‘creationism’), it could simply be that the improbable happened:


The fact we are here to say so proves nothing one way or the other about how improbability was manifested. Someone has to win the lottery, someone will get struck by lightning. It is a fallacy to state that one case which we are internal to establishes design since the alternative is unlikely. No reasonable theologian suggests that winning the lottery proves that God exists, so why would they suggest that any other actual improbability does?156



There is another problem with the cosmological version of intelligent design. If the fundamental values of the universe could have been different, this cuts both ways. Not only, with a minute variation, could they have extinguished the possibility of life, but with another fine adjustment they could have supported the possibility of a universe teeming with life in every nook and cranny. This takes us back to the problem already described: if the universe was designed by God, why was it not better designed? Why the need to produce an infinity of cosmic junk to arrive at life? Indeed, if true, the point about anthropic coincidences cuts in a multiplicity of directions, which does not provide evidence for the existence of an intelligent designer. The basic parameters and force energies of the universe could have had innumerable variations of possible values. Therefore, an infinitude of different kinds of lifeless universes is possible, each one of them no more or less coincidental than the actual life-supporting one we inhabit, or other kinds of life-supporting universes. Yet Porpora singles out only one such possibility — one that has just happened to have come to pass — as being ‘beyond belief’, whereas any one of the infinite number of possible variations of the basic values, on the logic of his own argument, was equally improbable.

Porpora’s argument that the universe probably was teleologically designed appears plausible by virtue of the huge gap in evolutionary time between initial conditions and energies, in the original formation of the elementary physical universe, and the further evolutionary development of the universe to support differentiated structures, culminating in life and conscious life. But to compare current evolutionary outcomes with initial boundary conditions is perhaps to grossly exaggerate the coincidentiality and improbability of the latter. Of course, it is highly improbable that life and conscious life emerged directly ‘all at once’ from the elementary structures of the material universe. But it is much less improbable or coincidental that the structures and mechanisms of chemical reality emerged from those of physical reality, or that the objects of macro-physics emerged from those of the atomic and subatomic worlds, or that life and consciousness emerged from the chemical and organic worlds. The structuration of each level opens up developmental pathways to the next level, not to the highest evolutionary level, which is distanciated by a further lengthy process of causal interactions. Given the properties and powers of each new level of emergent complexity of matter (physical, chemical, biological, conscious, etc.), the emergence of one emergent stratum from the anterior or root stratum was arguably hardly an anthropic coincidence. If it were, there could be no possibility of evolutionary science.

If we utilize Dennett’s metaphor of the ‘hoisting crane’ (in place of the ‘skyhook’ of intelligent design),157 which lifts the process of natural evolution upwards in a stepwise fashion, ascending gradually from simple to progressively more complex structures, the huge gap in ‘improbability of outcome’ that separates the most elementary physical constituents of the universe from its highest structures of life and consciousness is effectively bridged. As Dawkins observes, natural evolution ‘is a cumulative process, which breaks the problem of improbability up into small pieces. Each of the small pieces is slightly improbable, but not prohibitively so.’ Only the end-result appears ‘very … improbable indeed, improbable enough to be far beyond the reach of chance’.158 Of course, Dennett and Dawkins are referring specifically to biological evolution, when they argue their preference for boosting cranes over skyhooks, but as Dawkins points out, ‘Darwinian evolution, specifically natural selection, … [not only] shatters the illusion of design within the domain of biology, … [but] teaches us to be suspicious of any design hypothesis in physics and cosmology as well’.159

With resort to the laws of mathematical probability, it is not even necessary to postulate multiple parallel universes to problematize the conscious design theory at the level of cosmology. In fact, this is quite possible with a singular universe theory. Many cosmologists see natural selection at work beneath the level of organic life, so that order and design emerge causally from chaotic interactions at the most fundamental levels. On one version of ‘big bang’ theory, our universe, although the only one currently in existence, is one of a perpetual cycle of cause-and-effect, since each one eventually implodes in a ‘big crunch’, which creates the conditions for the next ‘big bang’, thus creating the next universe, so that over the course of eternity the ‘selection’ of a life-supporting universe is bound eventually to have occurred.160 This is because each new big bang generates ‘random variations in the constants and other crucial parameters occurring in each oscillation’, so that the offspring universe always differs from the parent universe.161

Alternatively, on one version of the ‘multiple universes’ theory, developed by Lee Smolin, universes that are supportive of life are the product of a process of natural selection that is similar to the Darwinian model in biology.162 According to this theory, offspring universes are produced in varied mutated forms by parent universes in black holes, and those universes that survive and prosper and come to predominate in the pluriverse are those that are ‘fertile’ (i.e. reproducible) by virtue of being carbon-rich, which allows them to generate black holes of their own — which are themselves indirectly conducive of life. As Dennett explains, according to Smolin’s theory,


we have both differential reproduction and mutation, the two essential features of any Darwinian selection algorithm. Those universes which just happened to have physical constants that encouraged the development of black holes would ipso facto have more offspring, which would have more offspring, and so forth — that’s the selection step. Note that there is no grim reaper of universes in this scenario; they all live and ‘die’ in due course, but some merely have more offspring. According to this idea, then, it is no mere interesting coincidence that we live in a universe in which there are black holes, nor is it an absolute logical necessity. It is, rather, the sort of conditional near-necessity you find in any evolutionary account. The link … is carbon, which plays a role both in the collapse of gaseous clouds (or in other words, the birth of stars, a precursor to the birth of black holes) and, of course, in our molecular engineering.163



Porpora concedes that the notion of ‘intelligent design’ is not the only way in which the ‘anthropic coincidences’ can be explained:


Of course, most physicists resist any appeal to God. The best alternative explanation is that our universe is only one of an infinite number of others, each with different values of the basic parameters and force strengths. Only a small percentage of these are capable of supporting life. Most are in a sense ‘junk’ universes, destined never to become conscious of themselves. Yet, if the number of actual universes is truly infinite, there will always be some like our own that exhibit the perfect balances for life to evolve. It is then no mystery why we find ourselves in a universe that appears fine-tuned. It is only in a fine-tuned universe that we could possibly find ourselves. The law of large numbers removes all the mystery from the apparent fine-tuning. The theory of many-universes cannot be dismissed. Indeed, a quantum process called ‘inflation’ may explain at least some of the anthropic coincidences, and one possible by-product of inflation is an endless proliferation of universes.164



However, Porpora (like Collier) does not find the multiple universes theory persuasive. Whereas Collier thinks that ‘intelligent design’ theory is the ‘oddson’ favourite to explain the ‘anthropic coincidences’,165 for Porpora, ‘the postulation of many universes remains highly speculative and hardly less extravagant ontologically than believing in God’.166

But, in fact, the boot is exactly on the other foot. The theory of ‘intelligent design’ is no more satisfactory a solution to the problem of the anthropic coincidences, assuming these are real, than is blind chance. This is because an intelligent being that is capable of designing something as massively complex as a universe fine-tuned for life and conscious life would have to be as statistically improbable as the chances that such a universe just happened to come along. Any being capable of designing such a universe would have to be more complex (and hence more fantastic, more mind-boggling) than the designed universe itself. Such a being would itself require explanation, and such an explanation would have to be more fantastic (and therefore more improbable) than the one it has supplanted. As Dawkins rightly observes: ‘Far from terminating the vicious regress, God aggravates it with a vengeance … Once again, this is because the designer himself … immediately raises the bigger problem of his own origin.’167 The problem of complexity and design is ‘solved’ by Porpora and the creationists by ascribing it to a higher complexity and design, which of course ultimately leaves complexity and design unexplained, indeed renders it impossible to explain. This is a method of thought that thinks it can solve a mystery by postulating a bigger mystery in its place.

This is not the case with, for example, the multiple universes theory, especially of Smolin’s theory of cosmological natural selection. Based on well-developed and empirically tested knowledge of certain elementary physics, which we have some operational understanding of, Smolin’s theory can provide a theory of how multiple universes could be possible. Because we have some experimentally tested knowledge of the causal properties of the relevant elementary physical and chemical constituents, we know that this theory is not only logically formulated but also potentially corroborable and/or falsifiable. As Smolin himself remarks,


the physics that goes into the fitness function is, in this case, well understood, at least in the neighbourhood of the parameters of our universe. The physical processes that strongly influence the number of black holes produced are nucleosynthesis, galaxy formation, star formation, stellar dynamics, supernova explosions, and the formation and stability of neutron stars. All of these stages, except, perhaps, galaxy formation, are understood in some detail, and in several of these cases our theories make precise predictions that have been tested.168



The theory of cosmological natural selection basically works by hypothesizing and predicting ‘what happens to each of these processes when we make small changes in the parameters from their present values’.169 It is therefore at least anchored in verifiable science, although of course it offers premises that are currently unverified by science. Moreover, the theory offers predictions that are in principle testable and corroborable, and which are open to empirical falsification (for example, by single heavy pulsars, or by early star formations, or by certain observations of the CMB), yet which so far have resisted falsification. As Smolin concludes:


It is possible to derive falsifiable predictions from a multiverse theory, if the following conditions are satisfied: (1) The ensemble of universes generated must differ strongly from a random ensemble, constructed from an unbiased measure. (2) Almost all members of the ensemble must have a property W that is not a consequence of either the known laws of physics or a requirement for the existence of life. (3) It must be possible to establish whether W is true or not in our universe by a doable experiment … There is at least one example of a falsifiable theory satisfying these conditions, which is cosmological natural selection. Among the properties W that make the theory falsifiable is that the upper mass limit of neutron stars is less than 1.6 solar masses. This and other predictions of CNS have yet to be falsified, but they could easily be by observations in progress.170



This (its openness to the world) is the big advantage of the cosmological selection theory over the rival multiple-universes theory of Leonard Susskind, which postulates a process of‘cosmic inflation’.171 The latter is based on string theory, a mathematical construct, for which there is no direct experimental or observational evidence, and for which there are currently no means of empirical corroboration or falsification (because the technology does not yet exist for objective testing).172 According to Susskind, the cosmos is the set of all possible universes, each of which are manifestations of the varied initial conditions specified by string theory. As space expands, as a consequence of known processes of cosmic inflation, the universes expand and multiply as ‘bubbles’. This empties the statistical improbability from a life- and conscious-life-supporting local universe or cosmic ‘bubble’. Yet string theory, despite its propositional nature, is a genuinely analytical theory, and not a wholly hypothetical one, for it can make sense of certain empirically validated objects of micro-physics. String theory provides an internally coherent explanation of the how of cosmic inflation, and has allowed the resolution of certain problems in theoretical physics (such as how to reconcile general relativity and quantum mechanics to formulate a quantum theory of gravity). Furthermore, the Standard Model of particle physics (which has been verified by experimental testing) is derivable from its theoretical propositions.173 Finally, as Smolin remarks, ‘String theory could possibly be shown to imply the conditions necessary for cosmological natural selection to be applied, in which case it would yield falsifiable predictions’.174 Yet Smolin’s theory of multiple universes is better because it does not rely on mathematical proofs.

‘Multiple-universes’ theory is, therefore, less fantastic, and less incredible, than intelligent design ‘theory’, because it rests on a knowledge-base that is not purely speculative. Moreover, it attributes the material world to processes that are in principle understandable, verifiable and manipulable, by virtue of the fact they are finite, bound in time and space, and by causal laws. This does not make multiple-universe theory true, or probable. An obvious problem with all versions of the theory is that it has as yet not been empirically corroborated. In the case of Susskind’s theory, nor is it clear yet how it might be. Yet Smolin’s version of the theory, which is not based on string theory, but rather on a knowledge-base that is less hypothetic, offers predictions that are in principle testable (if not yet in practice), that could be rendered testable with its further conceptual development (and the refinement of technology), and presents criteria by which it could be falsified by observation and experiment.175 Smolin is right that ‘some falsifiable version of the theory [of multiple universes] must be found. If not, the theory cannot be considered a scientific theory, because there will be no way to establish its truth or falsity by a means which allows consensus to be established by rational argument from shared evidence’.176 Currently, Smolin’s own theory is the best candidate for the role.

By contrast, the proposition that God designed the universe is far more speculative and unpersuasive than the theories of either ‘multiple universes’ or ‘serial universes’, or so it appears to me. This is because appeal to a godlike intelligent designer or to God is no kind of theory at all for the anthropic coincidences (if these are real). There is here no worked-out theory of how God or how a super-intelligence made the universe. This is a mystery beyond human comprehension. God, absolute being, we are told, made the universe, but we have no idea how he did it, or how it was possible for any conscious being to do it. Whatever else this is, it is not a ‘theory’. There is no account of the how of divine causality. Nor can science help, for two reasons. First, because science proceeds on the assumption that material effects are reducible to material causes, which are in principle knowable, precisely because they are not absolute, infinite, or irreducibly complex. Second, because scientific work and knowledge has verified the existence only of causally-generated and space-time-bound corporeal structures and mechanisms. The possibility of any theoretical account of the mechanics of divine causality is denied by religious scholars, on the grounds it is beyond the capacity of finite minds to grasp the nature of infinite mind and of absolute causal power. Rather, appeal to a supermind or to God plugs the gap that a worked-out theory might otherwise fill.

Attributing the material universe to a godlike super-consciousness, or to God, is to attribute it to an entity that is beyond our rational comprehension, because it is absolute and eternal, and beyond time, space and causality. Now, in rational knowledge, the preference is always for the simpler rather than more complex explanation (if this does the same work). If there is a creator God, that would be a highly complex being, infinitely more complex than anything designed by humans, or discovered in nature by science, or imaginable by humans. Both cosmic inflation and cosmological natural selection are simpler and hence less mind-boggling processes. They are in principle theorizable. Quantum mechanisms and subatomic structures are comprehensible, as are micro processes of inflation, and the mathematical laws of statistical probability. As Dawkins observes:


The multiverse, for all that it is extravagant, is simple. God, or any intelligent, decision-making, calculating agent, would have to be highly improbable in the very same statistical sense as the entities he is supposed to explain. The multiverse may seem extravagant in sheer number of universes. But if each one of those universes is simple in terms of its fundamental laws, we are still not postulating anything highly improbable. The very opposite has to be said of any kind of intelligence.177



The theories of multiple universes do propose (cosmological) effects that are derivable from elementary causes that, if not simple, are certainly much simpler than the notion of God, who by definition must be irreducibly complex — and the concept of irreducible complexity is contrary to all available scientific knowledge and evidence. The same is true of all forms of scientific knowledge. Neurophysiological science tells us that mind and consciousness, the most complex structures of all, are emergent from biological structures that are less complex. It also tells us that mind is emergent from matter, not vice versa. Science, in all its forms, tells us that higher complex structures are emergent from simpler, more basic structures, and it cannot corroborate a ‘mind-first’ theory at any level of being — physical, chemical, biological. All of this is evidence contrary to God. Furthermore, in rational knowledge, the preference is for the explanation that is most open to scientific procedures of verification and falsification, and/or that can generate laboratory experiments or computer-generated process-model simulations of real-world dynamics, and/or that can predict novel facts, and/or that make possible the manipulation of physical laws, and/or that support technologies that enhance human control of the physical world. Again, the new physics, upon which the multiple-universes theories are based, allow of these possibilities. By contrast, the concept of ‘intelligent design’ carries no such possibilities.

But, even if the multiple universes theories do offer a true explanation of the problem of anthropic coincidences, which might be a pseudo-problem, of no matter. The sophisticated theist has a ready-made answer. Thus, in Porpora’s view:


Nor are God and the many-universe theory mutually exclusive. We have already observed that the immensity of our own universe may be an extravagance necessary to get intelligent life to appear even once. Perhaps endless junk universes are just a further extravagance towards that end. Such a view neatly coincides with the mysticism of the Kabbalah, according to which God attempted numerous abortive universes before embarking on this one.178



This shows how ‘intelligent design’ seeks to render itself irrefutable, and how it aims to place itself sublimely beyond rational criticism. If multiple-universes theory appears to be a rather better theory of the anthropic coincidences than appeal to an intelligent designer, this too is of no consequence. For then the intelligent designer can simply be moved back a step so that he is the originator of the multiple universes. This cannot of course be disproven (any more than the theory of the Cosmic Spaghetti Monster or Bertrand Russell’s celestial teapot can be disproven), but there is not a jot of evidence or body of theoretical knowledge to support it. Indeed, the theoretical work is done by the science (i.e. the how of cosmological structuring processes), not by the theology. Porpora’s ‘solution’ is thus suspiciously neat and tidy. It requires no intellectual effort, merely a speculative assertive statement: ‘God is behind the multiple universes.’ This is, unfortunately, just revamped creationism.

This type of manoeuvre is typical of theist discourse. The argument from design is continually forced to reconfigure itself to accommodate new scientific knowledge. If Darwinism did not exist, God would be viewed by the theists as immediately responsible for teleology in the organic world. God would then explain the functionality of the organs, physiology and behavioural habits of the various animal species. Instead, faced with the challenge of Darwinism, the more rational theists were forced to rediscover their God as creator of the fundamental physical structures and mechanisms of the wider universe, which is where they now found their teleology of order and design. This too has not proven sufficient, since science continues to develop. Now, faced with the challenge of the new cosmology, that redoubt is also under threat. The apparent teleology of the universe can indeed be explained non-teleologically, since the anthropic coincidences, which are held by Porpora to not be coincidences at all, but the products of God’s design, may just be coincidences after all, or they may just be determinate aspects of natural necessity.

So, theism must adapt itself to the work of science once again, in order to maintain the semblance of intellectual credibility. Consequently, for the philosophically literate theist, the God-concept is true if there is only one universe, but equally true if there are many universes. It really does not matter which, since such is the elasticity of the God-concept that it can be stretched and twisted to cover all eventualities and possibilities. Now one problem with string theory, according to the critics, is that it is over-elastic — it can be stretched to cover too much explanatory ground, and it is currently unclear what phenomena might refute it. But, as Kenneth Silber rightly observes, ‘If excessive flexibility is a problem for string theory, it is an even greater problem for intelligent design’.179

Note, however, in this dialectic of ‘enlightenment’, theism itself is producing no new knowledge about the nature of being, nor generating any internally generated progress in knowledge of the mysteries of the cosmos. That role is provided by science, not theism. Rather, theism is engaged in an endless process of adaptation to the knowledge provided by the sciences, in order to defend its shrinking explanatory space, and its legitimacy on questions of ontology. This, once again, invites the application of Ockham’s Razor. The point of the ‘theory’ of intelligent design was to show that our universe could not have emerged by blind luck, but must have been purposively designed by a cosmic super-intelligence. But, if the anthropic coincidences are a real problem, the theories of a multiverse resolve it: our universe can be explained as the result of mindless physical mechanisms. This logically disposes of the need to refer to divine causality.180 To then insist that God is responsible for the multiverse is simply superfluous.

This, to state the obvious point once more, appears a strategy rather like the one described by Imre Lakatos as a ‘conventionalist stratagem’, in his discussion of failing or degenerating scientific research programmes.181 Theism must adapt itself to science, in effect is parasitic on science, in order to be taken seriously as rational metaphysical knowledge, whereas science is not in the least bit parasitic on theism in order to establish its own rational credentials. Previously, God (on the feudal mindset) was conceived as being ultimately responsible for all worldly events, including human actions, and the social structure of human society — everything was part of his great plan or design. When this became implausible, with the development of enlightenment rationality and the empirical sciences of inanimate matter, he became the ‘prime mover’ behind the physical laws of terrestrial nature, and the designer of the earthly organic world, where he became the author of all terrestrial life, the latter of which could not seemingly be explained other than in terms of teleology. But, after that, with the Darwinian revolution in evolutionary biology and ecology, which pretty much destroyed the classical argument from design, God was forced to give ground once more. Now he was seen as being the immediate originator of the one-and-only universe, before that too was called into question by (cosmological) science, with its theories of the ‘big bang’ and of ‘serial universes’ and ‘multiple universes’.

But here, surely, as the power behind the many universes, God is safe from the encroachments of science. Or that is what the educated theist might suppose. But not without paying a heavy price: the price of a further diminution of basic plausibility. This begs an obvious question. Why would a creator-god, unbound by space and time and causality, choose to produce a multiplicity of universes, when he could have chosen to produce only one to do the same job — create intelligent life? Would that not be a rather messy and roundabout way of getting the ‘design’ of this universe right? This is the same problem for the proponent of intelligent design as a single universe packed with junk, only multiplied.

This might be necessary, I suppose, if God were much less than omnipotent. However, a god which is deemed capable of creating and sustaining the entire cosmos, of fabricating space and time and causal laws, and without himself being bound in any way by natural necessity (not to mention intervening causally in human affairs, and finding the time to answer prayers and reveal himself to the faithful), such would appear to be an entity which, if he is short of omnipotence, is short only by a hair’s breadth. Yet this is basically the concept of God shared by the CR spiritualists, which does not seem terribly different from the orthodox Christian God. Surely it is implausible to suppose that such a being would not have made a rather better fist of designing a universe supportive of conscious life than he has. However, the theist might respond by pointing out that the sceptic cannot have any grounds for calling into question the rationality or efficiency of God’s creation. After all, nobody can know the motives of God. God is, according to the CR spiritualists, partly intelligible, but also partly unintelligible. But this would, I think, be a weak response, since it is based not on positive knowledge, but rather ignorance. In this case, a positive knowledge-claim is advanced (God is responsible for the multiverse) that is rendered immune to rational critique by a wholly negative counter-argument (we cannot know why God chose to generate multiple universes to create human life in this one). Again, non-knowledge constitutes a defence of the theory: another example of the ‘God of the gaps’ strategy of argument.

For Collier, as we have seen, natural theology, although this provides persuasive corroboration of the existence of a god-like intelligent designer responsible for the physical universe, does not validate the specific Christian God that the CR spiritualists wish to affirm. Therefore, revealed knowledge (or revealed theology), which itself originates in personal experience of God, and which itself is also corroborated by ongoing cumulative religious experiences, performs the function of furnishing ‘knowledge of the nature of that intelligence’ responsible for teleology in nature.182 Of course, this construction works only if basing a religious epistemology on the concept of subjective experience works. As I have shown it, this is not the case. Religious experience is rather more corrigible and fallible than secular experience (of nature and society). There are good rational reasons for regarding religious experience as invalid, whereas there are no good reasons for regarding secular experience as invalid. In any case, the CR spiritualists do not demonstrate that religious belief and knowledge are primarily informed by religious experience. On the contrary, there are good reasons to suppose that most religiosity rests on non-rational, non-experiential grounds. This divests revealed knowledge of its rational foundations.

There are, in any case, other good reasons for distrusting revealed theology as a source of objective knowledge. One is the sheer relativity and incommensurability of different religious beliefs and faiths, all of which are purportedly based on revealed knowledge from a single source, God. This makes revealed (religious) knowledge far less trustworthy than, say, scientific knowledge. Now, as I have suggested, the material world does not yield its secrets easily to us. Unlike God, the material world does not intend its secrets to be revealed. Nor (unlike God) is the material world capable of acting consciously to ensure that its secrets are understood. Nor (like God) can the material world normally be apprehended directly by sensory experience (no revelation here!). This should put the sciences at a disadvantage compared to theism in generating real knowledge of reality. Scientific knowledge should be less philosophically secure than religious ‘knowledge’. Yet, despite all of that, and despite the relativity of cultural influences to which we are all subject, the work of the sciences has steadily expanded human knowledge of the natural world. This is evidenced by the accumulation of practical interventions in the world that science has made possible. Moreover, despite all of that, there is a high degree of consensus in natural science over what counts as objective knowledge. This is because there exists, in the scientific community, the universal rational demand that all theories should submit themselves before the bar of experimental or empirical checking, to the tests of logical and conceptual coherence, of predictive and explanatory success and of practical efficacy in the world.

By contrast, there is little meaningful theistic consensus across different religious faiths on matters of doctrine, and there are glaring inter-religious contradictions (ethical and ontological) that do not seem resolvable. Nor are there agreed rules of the game by which such doctrinal disputes and contradictions might be resolved. Indeed, there is very little inter-religious dialogue at all across cultural borders. There are also huge conceptual and logical problems within the theistic doctrines of each of the world religions, which generations of theologians or religious scholars have struggled, in vain, to repair. As Porpora tells it, there is some evidence of an internal debate amongst Christian theologians on the issue of how Christianity should relate to and learn from other religious faiths. But, even here, in the cloisters of the theological academy, where Christianity is at its most liberal and open-minded, the absolute primacy of Christian beliefs is upheld, such that other religions are viewed as making at best an important but nonetheless secondary contribution to religious knowledge.183 It should go without saying, of course, that no inter-religious dialogue can get off the ground from that starting point — the a priori privileging of a particular epistemic or moral position.

In contrast with modernist theological Christianity, the other world religions are less interested in debate, internal or otherwise, on questions of truth and falsehood, not least because their experience of Christianity is that of an imperialistic religion bent on global hegemony, and on marginalizing their own faith traditions, so that for them any ‘debate’ is likely to be motivated by the drive for assimilation or conversion. Porpora recognizes the problem. In common with his co-authors on Transcendence, he wishes to affirm the judgemental rationality of religious beliefs. Indeed, he thinks it is quite possible to sift-out true from false ontological claims of the rival faiths through the process of rational inter-religious debate.184

But, if the rival truth-claims of the various faiths are to be adjudicated, as Porpora suggests is possible, this would have to be accomplished by the work of science. This is implied by Porpora himself, where he mentions the ‘conceptual problems’ that would have to be overcome if, for example, reincarnation were to be accepted as a literal truth (i.e. the conceptual problem of explaining how a mind-body dualism is possible).185 This is necessary because religion itself has no internal means of adjudicating ontological truth-claims, reliant as it is on rival and often incompatible personal experiences, received wisdom (revelation), and on ‘rational proofs’. Religion proposes; science corroborates wherever possible. And the CR spiritualists highlight where they think science corroborates religion, and look forward to further scientific corroborations of religious concepts. But religion surely ought to have its own internal means of exercising judgemental rationality if it is to be taken seriously as objective knowledge or as a means of acquiring it. Yet the authors of Transcendence, having appealed to the work of science to support aspects of their faith, call into dispute the relevance or efficacy of science where its validation of their ontological beliefs is lacking (such as on the ultimate question of God’s existence). This is arguably a case of having one’s cake and eating it: picking science up and putting it aside when it is convenient to do so.

Yet, having argued that inter-religious debate on matters of truth and falsity in relation to questions of ontology is philosophically legitimate, Porpora then contradicts himself. This he does by suggesting that, for all practical intents and purposes, inter-religious dialogue is not only off the agenda, but that it ought to remain so for the foreseeable future. Why? Because, he admits, the interlocutors of the various faiths are simply not up to the job of rational debate, because they are utterly convinced of the absolute superiority of their own beliefs and values, and therefore are not prepared to abandon cherished doctrines if these are undermined by the force of the better argument.


To the extent that most people cannot handle challenges to their own religion, perhaps inter-religious debate should not be encouraged for everyone … Our different religious communities do not seem ready to conduct such a dialogue dispassionately or harmoniously. That being the case, we probably should not engage in it.186



For Porpora, if there was inter-religious dialogue, this would simply create more inter-religious conflict, without this generating any positive benefits. Again, all of this seems light years away from judgemental rationality.

Now, if Porpora were being self-reflexive, he would consider why this should be the case. The sceptic might be tempted to respond with a simple rejoinder: well, of course, religious communities are not ‘ready’ for this kind of dialogue, because they are religious communities. Even if it were possible to devise reliable means of measuring or comparing the truth-content of rival religious ontological claims (and Porpora gives us no guidance on how this might be accomplished, and it is hard to see how it is accomplishable, given that the object of religious knowledge is placed in an epistemological safe zone), it is scarcely credible that the members of rival faith communities would abide by the ‘rules of the game’ if the debate went against their own specific religious beliefs. The problem is that religious faith is just not like that. The faithful are not typically like a seminary of academics or CR philosophers committed to rational debate, sceptical forensic inquiry, or the disinterested pursuit of truth. Religious doctrines are supposed to be accepted on trust and faith and on authority, whereas the same cannot be said of scientific theories. There is, for example, no equivalent in the scientific community to the doctrine of papal infallibility. Scientists accept that current scientific theories will be falsified and superseded by better ones, and they work to that end. Theists do not normally accept that cherished religious beliefs will be falsified and superseded by better ones, and they do not work to that end. Religious sensibility just is not like scientific rationality.

But Porpora sees a solution. He suggests that inter-religious debate should not be conducted by ordinary believers or religious powerholders but rather ‘by theologians and their counterparts in other religions’,187 who presumably are uncontaminated by religious prejudices. This, he thinks, rescues a role for judgemental rationality on religious matters. But this does not seem credible. Historically, much religious conflict and strife has been fermented by religious intellectuals on all sides, who have often acted as hired prizefighters of the various faith communities, providing philosophical legitimations of entrenched beliefs and values, and fuelling the missionary imperative to undermine rival religious traditions. The problem is that theology itself cannot be abstracted from popular religiosity, for the simple reason that churches and faiths depend on lay believers. The world religions, as institutional and ideological forms, have international status and global reach, because they have millions upon millions of ordinary members and supporters. There can be no religious communities or religious institutions without popular religiosity. Therefore, theology itself, and the activities of theologians and religious scholars, is constrained by the limits of mass popular religiosity, and by the realities of elite power within religious institutions.

Theology and theologians may affirm the desirability of undogmatic open-ended inter-religious debate, but there is no ideological or institutional necessity or pressure placed upon them to engage in such debate within their faith communities. Conversely, there are pressures to the contrary. Religious scholars cannot afford to alienate the faithful, or the church authorities, not least because scholarly work requires institutional patronage. Now a sure way for a religious scholar or theologian to alienate the faithful and religious elites is by suggesting that all the values and beliefs of their own religious faith or community are ‘up for grabs’ and open to re-evaluation, or that other religions may in some respects have superior or equivalent values or beliefs. Faced with this situation, religious philosophers have two choices. Either they can eschew inter-religious debate and avoid controversy, concentrating on rationalizing the received articles of doctrine of their own faith traditions. Or they can act as mavericks who, by challenging ancient dogmas, run the risk of censure by their own side (censorship or ex-communication by religious elites and/or hostility from the laity). In the case of the latter option, should they take that course, their views would in any case have minimal exposure or influence beyond the narrow circles of the religious academy.

The insistence of the CR spiritualists that judgemental rationality applies to theism, it seems to me, is therefore an abstraction from the reality of popular and institutional religiosity. The mass appeal of religion is not, as I have suggested, derived from its ‘rationality’, but from its ‘enchantments’ (virgin births, stars in the East, ancient prophecies, exorcisms, miraculous healings, and so forth), from its in-group community-binding functions, and from the psychological and emotional supports and comforts it provides. Religion provides for the faithful a sense of personal ontological security, and of psychological compensation for the ills of the world and against the certainty of death. Religion also provides a means of universalizing particular systems of moral beliefs. This it does by essentializing them as properties of the objective world, discovering them in the very fabric of the universe. This is why the religious do not take kindly or charitably to challenges to their beliefs. These are experienced as challenges to the security of self-identity, and as destabilizing of reality itself.

Collier claims that the knowledge imparted by revelation (the testimony of the holy books and saints and of the Christian churches) is not accepted by the faithful on blind faith. On the contrary, for the religious believer, such sources are trustworthy on entirely rational grounds. Just as it is rational for the lay-person to trust the authority of the scientific community on questions of science, so it is equally rational for the religious believer to trust the authority of the churches on questions of divinity and ethics. This is because, just as the scientific community provides specialist knowledge on the workings of nature, religion provides specialist knowledge on transcendence and the meaning of the ethical ‘good life’. Since we cannot all be scientists or theologians, we defer to those with the appropriate expert knowledge in their specialized fields of study. So believing that ‘Christ is of one substance with the Father because a council of the Church has said so is not a leap in the dark, any more than believing that there are quarks because my Penguin Dictionary of Physics says so, and I assume it represents the consensus of the scientific community’.188 Nor is such trust of religious believers in religious authorities divested of evidential grounds. ‘The Word exists only when preached by the Church. But the Church is believed only because after it has preached the Word, what it has preached is experienced by the hearers themselves, so that its authority is derivative of the experience.’189

This really will not do. There are a number of problems. First, Collier provides not a shred of research evidence to support his claim that there is no such thing as ‘second-hand faith’. I have provided argument to the contrary.

Second, much revelation is both historically or factually unfounded, and is either ethically ambivalent or downright ethically retrogressive (measured against the yardstick of the post-enlightenment ‘rights culture’). The Christian faith is built on the revelations or revealed knowledge recorded in the Bible. But there is not a scrap of reliable historical evidence that the subjects of revelation actually existed; indeed the various accounts given of the same revelations are often mutually inconsistent and incompatible. If the subjects did exist, most would appear unworthy recipients of divine revelation, since they are often portrayed by the holy book as ethnophobes, as imperialists, as despots, even as genocidists.

Moreover, in revelation, God frequently reveals a will that is wrathful, violent, jealous, xenophobic, even genocidal; and he communicates a Word that is tolerant of and supportive of various forms of social injustice and oppression. Even the Bible’s most famous example of divine revelation, the handing down of the Ten Commandments to Moses on Mount Sinai, reveals a divine will that is a long distance from sublime moral virtue. The Word that is revealed here is no more or less than the legal and moral edicts of any reasonably ordered or civilized society (by which the recipients must have been bound anyway in order to function as a community), all of which were prefigured in the legal and normative systems of earlier civilizations, plus a proliferation of morally dubious ‘extras’ specifically tailored to Hebrew society and culture at the time.

Third, the authority behind revelation or revealed knowledge (the Christian churches) is far more corrigible than the authority behind rational naturalistic knowledge (the scientific community). This is simply because the object of revealed knowledge, unlike the objects of scientific knowledge, is placed outside the orbit of rational empirical inquiry, which licenses inflationary flights of speculative fancy to plug the yawning gap of non-knowledge. Thus, although lay people may accept the knowledge of the scientific community on faith or trust, just as religious people accept on trust or faith the knowledge of the Word provided by religious organisations, this does not render scientific and religious concepts as rational equivalents. For scientific theories, unlike religious doctrines, are not simultaneously given and validated by passive ‘revelation’ from above (knowledge that is received in dreams or visions or other non-sensual and non-corroborable ‘sensings’). On the contrary, these are discoveries, which have to be earned by means of painstaking labours in the laboratory, or in the field, where there are rational procedures and methods in place (which have no theistic equivalents or parallels) whereby objective reality is permitted to intrude in the process of knowledge-construction, allowing the latter to interrogate the former.

If, as Collier suggests, revealed religious knowledge is supposed to originate in and be validated by religious experience, what are we to make of, for example, the Roman Catholic Church’s ontology of divinity, which is a kind of runaway pantheism? The kingdom of God, according to Catholic doctrine, comprises the Godhead (Holy Trinity) at the summit, whose absolute properties and powers are spelled out exactly, the Virgin Mary a little further down the pecking order (whose status appears scarcely less than divine), followed by a multitude of saints, angels and archangels, each with their own special roles and/or areas of expert knowledge. This elaborate pantheon, suspiciously precise in its specifications, cannot be reduced to the accumulated wisdom derived from a history of religious experiences, not unless God himself is obsessively preoccupied with such minutia of divine authority and order. Rather, this labyrinthine structure (which resembles nothing so much as a supernatural projection of the hierarchical rule of offices of the Church itself, or of the absolute monarchical state) is the artifice of the fertile imagination of generation after generation of medieval religious scholars, each building on nothing other than the collective imaginings of the preceding generation.

Fourth, the religious authority behind revelation or revealed knowledge has itself been forged by centuries of power struggles and internal political conflicts, by bloodshed, violence and persecution, as much if not more than by merely scholarly debate and doctrinal struggles. The founder beliefs and doctrines of Christianity have been shaped in the same way. This further problematizes their objectivity. This is not true of the development of scientific knowledge within the scientific community, despite the fact that science is hardly detached from politics and society, not least because science is a child of enlightenment, conjoined from the start to the project of human betterment and rational empirical inquiry. The role of force in the formation of the world religions is acknowledged by the CR spiritualists, but this is downplayed, and this is not permitted to problematize the objectivity of the Christian faith. Instead the role of debate and historical progress is emphasized. ‘The Christianity we have today is not the same as it was 2,000 years ago. In part, the Christianity we have today has been shaped not just by force but by centuries of debate. Similar debate and historical progression are found in every other religious tradition.’190

But precisely because Christianity has been shaped by force, and because the debate amongst Christians has been between participants with more or less power, it is problematic to distinguish the ‘real’ or ‘authentic’ Christian message or faith traceable to a single founder. Christianity at its birth was a plural and conflictual movement. It had numerous community and doctrinal sources, all of which were equally authentic, and yet were often mutually hostile and incompatible. Its subsequent development was motored by a kind of social Darwinism, whereby the powerful elements of the nascent church marginalized and extinguished the faith traditions of the less powerful, often by means of oppression, intrigue and violence. The official ideology of the Catholic Church that has since developed was made by sifting and sorting and synthesizing a set of doctrines, preserving some, modifying others, and jettisoning others. But this process took place under the auspices of a powerful autocratic organization, divested of internal democracy, and already divided between elites, lower clergy and laity. In this bureaucratic structure, religious scholars were already subordinate to clerical authority and to the disciplines of traditional dogma, and clerical power was already integrated with secular structures of class domination. In this bureaucratic structure, furthermore, the clerical authority was already concerned with extending its economic and ideological power beyond the church into the wider world, and was already a strategic political actor in its own right. These factors could not help but have a profound conditioning influence on the subsequent evolution of the Christian faith.191

Finally, there is the problem of specifying rational criteria for deciding which religious experiences are authentic and which inauthentic. Moses ‘experienced’ God and received his instruction — to conquer Palestine. His ‘experience’ told him that the natives of Palestine did not count for much, except as sources of booty, slaves and objects of rape, since it was the Jews who were ‘chosen’. This ‘experience’ was translated into the Word (Bible), which has legitimated innumerable subsequent ethnic cleansings over the centuries. Doubtless the ethnic cleansers across the ages have found that the Word corresponded very nicely with their own ‘experiences’ of God, so that its authority was confirmed in their eyes. After all, religious believers tend to make God in their own image, so that although there is supposed to be only one God, there is a different one for everyone.

Collier claims that


we are … able to judge in a rational and well-founded (though still fallible) way between different religious experiences yielding conflicting information about God, because we can argue rationally about religious experience — for instance, about whether a given religious experience is internally coherent, agrees or conflicts with other religious experiences and with information known from other sources, meets the criterion “by their fruits you shall know them”, and so on.192



But this measuring rod of authenticity is a rather fragile construction. Why could not an internally incoherent experience be authentic? On the assumption that God is real, this could be based on something like partial or distorted reception of God, which is no less real for that. Why should a religious experience be discounted if it does not correspond with other religious experiences or ‘information from other sources’? To suggest this is the case is to endorse a consensus theory of truth, hardly a CR position. Perhaps the other experiences have got it wrong, because these have been mediated by power structures (such as the established religious authorities and their tailored versions of the faith). What ‘information from other sources’ should be seen as trustworthy? The official texts and doctrines of the established religious authorities? But the established religious orders are hardly uncompromising champions of human liberation or reliable opponents of human oppression, and this can be traced to the founder traditions. It is even difficult to establish whether or not Jesus was a real historical figure, let alone distinguish the authentic from the inauthentic practices and teachings (revelations) of Jesus, since these were subject to numerous re-editings and revisions by the ideologues of competing faith communities before they became the official Gospels.

As for ‘by their fruits you shall know them’, this is no more and no less than a license to consider religious revelations that correspond with our own beliefs about what is godly in religion as real but not otherwise, a rather arbitrary method. For Collier, if the ‘fruits’ of revelation are holy wars, inquisitions, book-burnings, crusades, ethnic cleansings, etc., then the experiences upon which these are based are invalid. If they affirm unconditional love and universal human rights, by contrast, then they must be authentic. This works only if God is absolute goodness, which is contradicted by the holy books, and which has not been established by rational philosophical argument, nor by science (which cannot even support the idea of an intelligent designer). Instead, self-referentially, this is based on subjective religious experience, which is admitted by the CR spiritualists to be fallible, and which is very much more fallible than they think. Why should we regard only those subjective experiences that reveal unconditional love as genuine religious experiences? Perhaps God is a dual-personality deity: good-God/bad-God.

(5) Do the CR spiritualists make out a convincing argument for distrusting the philosophical claims of atheism, on the grounds that these are ideologically contaminated by the culture of enlightenment, the sociocentric ideology of the social sciences, and a specifically bourgeois secularism?

Archer wishes to place atheism under the hermeneutics of suspicion for being conditioned especially by two dominant yet erroneous traditions in the human sciences — namely the logocentrism (or egoistic individualism) and empiricism of enlightenment’s naturalistic humanism, and the sociocentrism of post-enlightenment postmodernism and social constructionism.193 According to Archer, atheism is thus especially hegemonic amongst social scientists, under the sway of these ideological forms, but much less dominant amongst natural scientists, who tend to notice that the claims of religion and science are not incompatible.194 Religious non-belief is also popular in the social sciences, Archer claims, because of the high reputation of the ‘masters of suspicion’ (Marx, Freud and Nietzsche), and of the French sociologist Durkheim, who advance wholly secular theories of religious faith, and of the ‘religiously unmusical’ or agnostic Weber.195 This is despite the fact that, according to the CR spiritualists, the secularism of the ‘masters of suspicion’ is not argued but is rather taken-for-granted.196 However, there are a number of difficulties with these arguments.

First, at least in the case of Marx, the falseness of religion is not simply assumed. Marx did assert that in ‘Germany, the criticism of religion has been essentially completed, and the criticism of religion is the prerequisite of all criticism’.197 But, as Molyneux rightly observes, Marx’s judgement here was by no means philosophically unfounded. On the contrary, it was very much argument- and evidence-based. For Marx, irreligiosity was, as Molyneux points out, informed by his judgement


that the combined work of the scientific revolution, the Enlightenment (especially the French encyclopaedists), and the Bible criticism of German secular left Hegelians … [had] demolished the claims of Christianity and the Bible to offer a factually true account of nature or history, or even an internally coherent theology.198



Second, Archer’s view that natural scientists tend rather more towards agnosticism and perhaps even theism than atheism is empirically unsupported by social research. Furthermore, it is confounded by at least some research data. Eminent natural scientists who profess religious beliefs, or sympathy with religious beliefs, appear to be few and far between. And most of those who do apparently espouse religious sentiment are ‘religious’ only in the ‘Einsteinian’ sense of using the term ‘God as a non-supernatural synonym for Nature, or for the Universe, or for the lawfulness that governs its workings’.199 In such cases, appeals to ‘God’ seemingly convey not a genuinely religious belief, but a sense of awe and wonder when confronted by the mysteries of the cosmos that lie beyond current scientific knowledge.

Larson and Litham have recently conducted research indicating that only 7 per cent of American natural scientists elected to the National Academy of Sciences believe in God. Their research also demonstrates that 60 per cent of America’s ‘less eminent scientists … not elected to the National Academy’ are religious non-believers. This compares with 90 per cent of the US general population who are ‘believers in some sort of supernatural being’.200 Similarly, a major UK survey has revealed that only 3.3 per cent of Royal Society members (with members from Britain and the Commonwealth, including Canada, Australia, New Zealand, India, Pakistan) agree strongly with the proposition that God exists compared to 78.8 per cent who strongly disagree.201 Meanwhile, G.W. Graffin’s international survey of the world-views of eminent evolutionary biologists found that 83.89 per cent are religious non-believers whereas only 5.37 per cent affirm belief in the orthodox personal Christian God or a designing god-like intelligence behind nature. Graffin also found that 70.47 per cent of his international sample are religious non-believers because they thought that there was insufficient evidential grounds for belief in God whereas only 6.71 per cent thought that evolutionary science and religion could be harmonized.202 Such data does not necessarily indicate a ‘secularist bias’ amongst natural scientists. Rather, arguably, it indicates that (1) science and religion are less compatible than Archer supposes, and (2) the logic of science has practically undermined the need for god-talk amongst scientists going about their everyday professional work, because the work of science presupposes naturalism, the logic of material cause-and-effect. In science, therefore, reference to God is superfluous. Those religious-minded natural scientists who actively explore the ‘compatibilities’ between religion and science, by contrast, can be counted on the fingers of one hand. Often they are sponsored and funded by religious foundations.

Third, Archer’s claim that the alleged preference for atheism in the social sciences is partly based on the authority of the ‘founding fathers’ and the pervasive influence of positivism and empiricism, is both assertive and implausible. The obvious problem is that her conflation of empiricism and atheism does not work. There is no necessary connection between them. For the logical positivists, God-talk was literally nonsense, because its object was beyond sense-data, but atheism historically has not typically rested upon empiricism. Neither Marx (the realist) nor Weber (the interpretivist) were empiricists, or indeed positivists. Neither Marx nor Durkheim were atheists because they wished to reduce all of knowable reality to sense-perception. Both recognized the reality of non-observable structures — such as class relations and religious institutions — that were irreducible to the perceivable actions of individuals. Rather, both were impressed by the radical enlightenment philosophical critique of religion.

To this point might be added another — namely that empiricism has been on the defensive in the philosophy of social science for more than 100 years, and in full retreat since the 1960s. So empiricism can hardly be blamed for the alleged pervasiveness of atheistic beliefs in the social science academy today. Moreover, a majority of CR scholars are probably atheistic, whereas only a handful are theists. Now, it would appear to be stretching credibility a bit to suggest that scholars who are attracted to the CR philosophy of social science, precisely because it is opposed to empiricism and positivism (without embracing social constructionism), are unwittingly the prisoners of the selfsame empiricism and positivism. Yet this is what Archer asserts:


In short, for many, realism does not ‘go all the way down’. Because sense perception does remain of central importance in our quotidian living, it is allowed to exercise an epistemic imperialism that contradicts realist ontology. Inconsistent realists then take their own lack of personal religious awareness as a reason for dismissing its possibility [in others] …203



Unfortunately, Archer provides no evidence whatsoever in support of her view that non-religious CR scholars endorse atheism simply because they wish to epistemically privilege their own non-experience of God over the experience of God reported by many theists.

Fourth, although Archer is quite right to draw attention to the traditional theoretical problems of much of orthodox social science (empiricism, anthropocentrism, sociocentrism), she (in common with her co-authors) is rather cavalier and reductionist in attributing these problems in linear fashion to the ‘heritage’ or ‘legacy’ of enlightenment secularism. (Incidentally, Archer is also rather cavalier in imposing these labels on the ‘masters of suspicion’ — hence Nietzsche and Freud are deemed ‘anthropocentric’ for no reason other than that they explain religious sentiment in psychological terms (as either wish-fulfilment or self-compensation), whereas Marx and Durkheim are deemed ‘sociocentric’ for no reason other than that they explain religious beliefs as socially produced.204 By definitional fiat, then, any secular account of religiosity, from Archer’s point of view, is automatically reductionist!)

This is far too simple, or so it appears to me. For a start, enlightenment was not synonymous with either empiricism or positivism. This is why it could be supportive of a range of competing philosophical and sociological perspectives: not only positivism and empiricism, but also rationalism, pragmatism, structuralism, individualism, hermeneutics and of course scientific realism. Furthermore, ‘sociocentrism’ in the contemporary social sciences is normally informed by a postmodernist social ontology, but postmodernism is the antithesis of enlightenment and modernity, viewing these (mostly without foundation) as the authors of every major ill of the contemporary world. On the other hand, ‘anthropocentrism’ cannot be read into enlightenment simply by virtue of the fact that some of its early practitioners and subsequent heirs in the social sciences (e.g. the classical liberal political economists, social exchange theorists, behaviourists, methodological individualists, etc.) have developed atomistic and instrumental models of human action and social order. Arguably, these are the defects of a specific form of social science corrupted by capitalism, not by enlightenment or secularism, since bourgeois culture (based on the competitive marketplace, private ownership of property, and the profit motive) generates a specific ideal-type of ‘human nature’ (homo economicus) that can at least be accommodated in these theoretical models.

Manifestly, other forms of social science were possible, in a post-enlightenment intellectual culture, such as Marxism, critical theory and structuralism, which were neither instrumental nor individualistic, informed as they were by the substantive rationality of enlightenment. Nor was the eighteenth-century enlightenment typically secularist or materialist in its philosophy. Not all, or even most, enlightenment philosophers were atheists. On the contrary, the radical atheists were very much in the minority of the movement, and the majority of enlightenment thinkers were either theist or deist in their beliefs. Some were agnostics, whereas the orthodox wing of enlightenment retained strong Christian religious sensibilities.205 Part of the project of mainstream enlightenment was not to usher in the ‘Death of God’, as Archer asserts, but to strip religiosity of its elements of unreason, and to establish God as a legitimate object of science and reason, whose legitimacy rested not on the revealed authority of the holy books or religious leaders, but on the mechanisms of the natural world.206 It was the failure of this project, as much as the power of the anti-religious critique of the French materialists, which informed the secularism of the ‘masters of suspicion’, especially of Marx.

Strangely, not even all the French encyclopaedists were atheists. In fact, only Holbach and Diderot were.207 The others were deists or agnostics. However, the encyclopaedists who were atheists or agnostics mounted an impressive philosophical defence of their beliefs, and all (including those who were deists) mounted a sustained critique of organized religiosity — including the role of fantasy and concepts of the supernatural and ‘divine order’ to legitimize the authority of the church and of secular elites.208 So atheism was hardly taken-for-granted at its origins, as the CR spiritualists imply. Nor, necessarily, has atheism since become an ‘unexamined legacy’ of enlightenment, such that it is the ‘intellectual baseline’ of opinion in the modern academy. Notably, the authors of Transcendence have not conducted any historical or empirical research to corroborate these hypotheses. If they know of any body or programme of social research that does so, this is not cited. So the claims appear purely assertive.

Finally, nor can enlightenment be held directly responsible for the characteristic pathologies of modern ‘secular’ society and culture — such as instrumentalism, logocentrism, commodification and egoistic individualism. These are not problems of secularism, as Archer suggests, but of capitalism. Enlightenment is not equivalent to secularism, nor to capitalism, nor vice versa. The victory of capitalism represented not the fulfilment of the ideals of enlightenment (i.e. the establishment of a rational order based on objective science and universal humanism). Rather, the triumph of capitalism represented the partial negation of these ideals in practice, in order to accommodate the particularistic and exclusionary structures of class, ‘racial’ and national domination that were functional to the bourgeois mode of production.209

However, the CR spiritualists are inclined to blame not just enlightenment but also bourgeois secular culture for the alleged popularity of atheist beliefs in contemporary Western societies. Secularism, for them, is an accomplished fact of contemporary Western society, and is a powerful and pervasive ideology that obscures or even cancels out religious experiences, and thus encourages widespread religious disbelief. ‘A consumer culture positively directs our attention away from transcendence and ultimate matters … towards the object domain. This subordinates being to having, and is thus self-alienating.’210 Collier even goes so far as to describe atheism as ‘idolatry’, on the grounds that it typically transfers human ultimate values or moral concerns away from an object worthy of worship or emulation (God) to objects that are less worthy or are fundamentally unworthy of adoration (most typically money but also the nation-state).

But it is very odd to describe atheism as ‘idolatry’. Atheism is no more than the belief in the non-existence of God. It has nothing to do with the idea of substituting secular ultimate concerns for religious ones. An atheist may or may not have ultimate concerns. If he or she does have them, these have nothing to do with his or her atheism, except in the trivial sense that such concerns cannot include worship of God. Atheism is not consumerism. Yet Collier refers to the ‘usual form of atheism’, ‘or the most influential form of it’, which he identifies as ‘mammon-worship’, the ideology of capitalism.211 This is not, he says, the only form of atheism (or secularism), but it is the dominant or hegemonic one.212

How Collier knows the typical atheist is motivated by mammon-worship is anyone’s guess. Contrary to his view, there is no evidence that atheists or agnostics are any more committed to materialism or consumerism than anyone else. Indeed, highly religious societies may also be highly commercial and consumerist. Thus, on Collier’s own admission, contemporary US society is highly religious in comparison with other Western societies. And the religious sensibility of millions of Americans is highly literalist or fundamentalist in the traditional sense. Yet the USA is also in the vanguard of the ‘totalitarian commercialism’ of which Collier speaks.213 Millions of Americans quite happily combine strong faith in a personal God with the pursuit of secular interests — including that of money-status and imperial power-politics. Indeed, many Americans seemingly regard their faith as a user-pays means to obtain secular rewards.

Collier is also wrong, it seems to me, to categorize mammon-worship as the secular ideology of capitalism. Capitalists do not generally worship money. Certain capitalists might regard money-making as an ethical duty (serving the ‘hidden hand’ that magically transforms private self-interest into public welfare). Others may even view money itself as an absolute good, the civilizing agent of human civilization and culture. Others may be simply and straightforwardly greedy and grasping individuals, who worship money in the obvious sense of coveting it above and beyond all else. Obviously, capitalism itself, because it is a class-divided market-driven society, actively socializes individuals into egoistic and instrumental modes of economic agency. But this ‘mammon-worship’ is not a universal or hegemonic ideology of capitalists or of capitalism. Rather, under the whip hand of market conditions, capitalists typically defer to the demands of ‘economic rationality’, which means ‘accumulation for the sake of accumulation’. Now this is often viewed as a material necessity rather than a moral virtue. That is to say, capitalists (often if not usually) endorse an instrumental view of the world as objects of utility and commodification on pragmatic rather than on moral grounds, and often there is little emotional investment or involvement in the demands of formal market rationality. This is unsurprising because mammon-worship is dehumanizing, and not even capitalists are generally inhuman. Money-success (profit) is prioritized, not because of love of money ‘for its own sake’, but because the pursuit of money-success is enforced on the units of capital (business firms) by the coercive logic of the total system of commodity production and exchange.

But the biggest problem with Collier’s argument is that it assumes that contemporary Western societies are fully secularized. This fails because it is empirically unfounded. Atheism or secularism simply is not a majority viewpoint amongst Westerners. On the contrary, it is very much the minority view. There is secularism in the sense that in the Western world there is usually the formal separation of church and state, so that the political and legal and educative functions of society are by-and-large no longer administered by religious institutions. There is secularism in the sense that in the Western world neither political nor economic nor cultural life is energised by or suffused with religious symbols or meanings. Most forms of social action in contemporary Western societies are motivated by secular rather than spiritual concerns. There is also secularism in the sense that the main church institutions have undergone a significant decline of active popular participation. But this does not mean that modern Western societies are secularized in the ideological sense that the populations are typically without religious or spiritual beliefs. In fact, a majority of Westerners admit to having a religious sensibility, at least in the minimal sense of endorsing belief in a personal God. Most Westerners would not consider themselves members or participants of religious communities or institutions, hence would consider themselves as ‘non-religious’, but a large majority would regard themselves as ‘spiritual’, in the religious sense of endorsing belief in a supernatural creator-being or mystical life-force.214

Collier himself recognizes two objections to his ‘claim that secularism (or a secularism) is the ideology of capitalism’. The first is that ‘early capitalism was associated not with secularism but with Protestantism’. The second is that ‘the communist and (in many countries) socialist movements have also become secularist, often militantly so’.215 Collier’s solution to the first difficulty is to draw a distinction between the ‘intrinsic’ and ‘extrinsic’ aspects of Protestantism. Collier suggests that the ‘intrinsic’ aspect of Protestantism was hostile to mammon-worship, but its ‘extrinsic’ aspect (its effects in and on the world) allowed it to become an agent of bourgeois secularism. The intrinsic aspect of Protestantism was the idea of salvation by means of trust in God, without conformity to religious rituals, or legalistic or normative directives, i.e. those of a privileged priesthood and church authorities. This was also the idea that the whole world is sacred as God’s creation, so that no specific aspects of it should be regarded as sacred. But the doctrine of Puritanism that the world should not be divided into sacred and non-sacred parts was seized upon by the agents of capitalism to subvert the inner content of the religion in order to secularize the sacred.

This method of analysis allows Collier to absolve his Christianity from any causal association with capitalism or mammon-worship. Collier claims that, by the end of the seventeenth century, ‘Protestantism was a dead religion’.216 Therefore, there was no ‘elective affinity’ between Protestantism and early capitalism. This is, on the face of it, rather unconvincing, not least because Protestantism was at least alive in the formal sense that different religious sects and denominations that regarded themselves as forms of Protestantism existed and flourished at the time of their supposed demise — these being the subject of Weber’s famous study. By the ‘death of Protestantism’, however, Collier means not literal death, but that the ideas of Protestantism were subverted, so that they ceased to be ‘real’ or ‘authentic’. But this works only if we accept that the meaning of Protestantism is exhausted by one particular variant of it — the more feudal version ushered in with the Reformation, which viewed the whole world as holy and therefore as non-commodifiable.

The problem with this ‘solution’ is that Protestantism was not an ideological monolith with a pure ‘essence’, from which all else is error and deviation, and the same is true of all religions. The point is religiosity is not any specific ideology, but rather it is simply belief in the supernatural or transcendent. This means that religiosity is not intrinsically hostile to oppressive or unjust social structures: absolutism, feudalism, capitalism. At different historical periods, and within different societies, religion has been tolerant of all such structures of oppression. Religious faiths are continually reordered or refashioned, so that they accommodate believers to wider transformations in society and culture, including the transition from feudalism to capitalism. This is exactly true of Protestantism. Protestantism did not ‘die’ at the end of the seventeenth century, as Collier suggests; rather it was refashioned ideologically, so that it could be supportive of commercial activity and money-power — hence the secularization of the sacred.

Collier’s solution to the second hypothetical objection to his theory (that bourgeois secularism is responsible for atheism) — namely that socialism and communism, opposites and enemies of capitalism, have also been militantly secularist — is to subject Marxism to the hermeneutics of suspicion. Marx’s atheism, Collier suggests, has unwittingly been shaped by bourgeois secularism as money-worship, since Marx perhaps inherited his secularism from Voltaire, who was no critic of capitalism. Moreover, socialist and communist parties and governments, precisely because they have endorsed militant secularism, have often made an idol of secular state power, and have served the goals of secular capitalism (e.g. by alienating religious progressives and supporting the commercialization of religious holidays and festivals). Collier here deploys the example of the churches’ ‘support’ for the human-rights movement Jubilee 2000, which he thinks demonstrates that the religious tend to be more progressive in their politics than the secularists, presumably because they are not under the sway of the bourgeois secular culture of consumerism and mammon-worship.

Collier has a point where he observes that ‘actually existing’ socialism and communism has made a fetish out of state power. But there is no evidence that this is the consequence of secular politics. Why should it be? Atheism is the theory of the non-reality of God, not of the appropriate economic and political forms of a socialist society! Collier might also be justified in his concern that the secular philosophy and politics of Marxism might estrange religious progressives from socialist political movements or organisations. Or he would if, as a matter of policy, socialist parties have deprived the religious of membership, which has not generally been the case. But that has no bearing on the issue of the truth or falsity of atheism. Atheism upsets the religious, irrespective of its truth or falsehood.

As for Collier’s assertion that the views of the ‘religious minority’ are to the left of the ‘secular consensus’, which is (he says) evidenced by the churches’ support for Jubilee 2000, this begs a host of questions. First, is Jubilee 2000 a religious or secular movement? The answer is, of course, secular. Why does Collier not conclude from this that there is no ‘secular consensus’ to the right of his ‘religious minority’? Why does he not conclude that secular organizations, not religious organizations, are initiating campaigns for enhancing human freedoms, to which the churches at best ‘lend their support’? Second, how does Collier know that the views of the religious are more left-field than those of the secular? The answer is: he does not know. He does not know because he cannot call to hand any corroborative research evidence. Finally, what does Collier mean by the terms ‘secular consensus’ and ‘religious minority’? The secular are not a homogeneous mass, and the religious are not a minority.

Nor does Collier’s claim that Marx’s atheism was shaped by bourgeois secularism seem persuasive. Collier does not actually explain how he thinks Marx’s atheism was a prisoner of bourgeois secularism. Moreover, his argument consists of no more than a number of speculative ‘ifs’ and ‘maybes’. For sure, Voltaire was not a critic of mammon, but nor was he an apologist for it either, and many enlightenment theists were rather more accommodating of money-power than he was. But Voltaire was not even a secularist (not even an agnostic) but in fact a deist, which makes him an implausible candidate for secular-inspired irreligiosity. Even accepting that Voltaire was not a critic of mammon, there is no evidence that this had any influence on his philosophical critique of religion. On the contrary, the evidence suggests that his ‘secularism’ was quite explicitly based on his critique of religion (in its Judaeo-Christian form) as sanctioning tyranny and ignorance. It was, in other words, motivated by his concern for promoting greater human justice and freedom.217

Irrespective of whether or not Voltaire was a critic of money-power, it is abundantly clear that Marx was, and from an early stage of his political formation. Marx never was ‘bourgeois’ in his politics, if what is meant by bourgeois is that he was an uncritical champion of capitalism. Marx started off as a radical liberal, not a bourgeois liberal. In the context of economically and politically backward Germany, this was as much as could be expected. After all, the Germany in which Marx was raised was very much a pre-modern, pre-bourgeois society and culture, with no economically or politically developed working class to speak of.218 Here, socialism was not on the agenda. Thereafter, Marx’s political support for the bourgeoisie was always tactical and conditional, never an end in itself. Insofar as they performed their revolutionary role of sweeping aside feudalism and absolutism, the bourgeoisie were to be supported against the state and the aristocracy. Insofar as they obstructed the development of the workers’ movement, they were to be resisted.

Nor is there any evidence that Marx’s secularism was motivated by anything other than a concern for ontological truth and human emancipation. Marx (and Engels) accepted the enlightenment critique of religion of the French materialists (including Voltaire’s, but especially those of Holbach and Diderot), because he was impressed by its intellectual power, especially by its refusal to take any knowledge-claims on faith or trust, without subjecting them to relentless criticism before the bar of reason.219 He does not seem to have embraced it because it was functional to capitalism. This is not surprising, because atheism is not functional to capitalism, merely dysfunctional to religion. But Marx (and Engels) eventually recognized the ‘one-sidedness’ of French materialism, which motivated them to develop a more dialectical understanding of religion. For Marx (and Engels), a dialectical analysis of religion discovered its roots in specific social and material conditions (those of human pre-history where our distant ancestors exercised little control over their physical environment and were in thrall to the uncomprehended forces of nature), but also recognized its contradictory functions in a class-based society (as both sanctifying oppressive social structures and legitimating struggles of the oppressed against these structures). Religion was not, as the French materialists claimed, simply a conspiracy of the wealthy and powerful to keep the poor and commonfolk in a state of ignorance and servitude.220

(6) Are the CR spiritualists correct in their diagnosis that theism and atheism have not, since the enlightenment, been treated fairly or symmetrically as intellectual players on an ‘even playing field’, so that the terms of debate and engagement are heavily biased in favour of atheism?

The CR spiritualists wish to affirm that atheism and theism are not competitors on an ‘even playing field’. On the contrary, they argue, the terms of debate are unfairly skewed in favour of atheism, by virtue of the fact that atheism is viewed in intellectual culture as the rational default position, the taken-for-granted baseline, against which religion is unilaterally expected to prove its case:


It is, of course, a mainstay of philosophy to debate which side of an issue should bear the burden of proof. The truth, however, is that in many cases the burden of proof is actually asymmetrical, relative to our personal experiences. It is definitely so in the case of religion … Religion enters rational dialogue in a de-privileged position when the onus is exclusively on religion to prove its case publicly. Religion cannot do so. But why should the onus not be on atheism to prove its case publicly? Atheism cannot do so any better. To put the burden of proof exclusively on religion, then, is to grant an a priori privilege to atheism.221



Now, I agree with the authors that the three key tenets of CR — ontological intransitivity, epistemic relativity and judgemental rationality — can and should be applied to religion, as to any other system of beliefs. But I am unconvinced by their claim that atheism in the academy has been the taken-for-granted perspective, or that a ‘double-standard’ is applied there to advocates of theism vis-à-vis atheism. Traditionally, in post-enlightenment culture, it is not explicit philosophical atheism that has been the dominant perspective in academia, but agnosticism (although in the natural sciences atheism is seemingly now the majority view). Moreover, scientific endeavour in the universities is not really guided by non-theist ‘default’ philosophical positions, but by practical research considerations. Because the natural and social sciences are necessarily materialistic (in the sense that their practical remit is causal explanation on the worldly terrain), issues connected with theism and spiritualism have (rightly) not held centre-stage. This, rather than the onesided application of empiricist criteria to theistic beliefs, explains the apparent marginalization of God-talk. The human and social sciences are about human beings and their social relations, not God; the natural sciences are about the physical, chemical, biological and chemical structures of being, not God. Progress in these sciences depended on ‘bracketing away’ questions of God, divinity, or supernatural causality. Nonetheless, natural scientists, including many eminent ones, have never been shy about venting their theist beliefs. This is increasingly true of social scientists and philosophers under the influence of the ‘spiritual turn’. By contrast, explicit atheism has rarely been voiced or argued in the Western academy, either by social or natural scientists.

The CR spiritualists would say that the atheist does not have the absence of belief in God; rather the atheist has positive belief in the non-existence of God. This is why the ‘burden of proof’ should not rest unilaterally with the theist. Atheism should not be the taken-for-granted default position. On the contrary, the atheist should also be expected to prove that God does not exist. Or, if the theist must corroborate God, then the atheist must corroborate non-God. The demand of the authors is thus for a ‘level playing field’ with the atheists. They want to play by the rules of judgemental rationality. This means, they say, they are happy to abandon their religious beliefs if decisive disconfirming evidence or argument is provided by philosophy and/or the sciences. My contention is that this is a spurious logic, for two reasons.

First, although atheism is as much a positive belief (in the non-existence of God) as theism is a positive belief (in the existence of God), the beliefs concerned are rightly not symmetrical. Atheism is not the absence of belief (in God), true, but a commitment to a specific belief (the non-reality of divinity). But, since the belief may be justified by virtue of the non-experience of God, this is (or should be) problematic from the point of view of the theist. This is because, as I have argued, it is hard to explain how non-experience of such a powerful entity as God (absolute, ultimate, universal being) is possible. Conversely, I have argued, there is no rational demand on the atheist to explain why he or she has not experienced God, because science can verify only existents, not non-existents. Nothingness cannot be analysed by science. Only being (the entities that give rise to phenomenal experience) can be the object of scientific knowledge.

On the face of it, the religious experience of the theist is corroboration of the reality of God, whereas religious non-experience of the atheist is God’s disconfirmation. So there is apparent symmetry of religious and non-religious experience. But, in fact, the atheist’s non-experience of God is a bigger problem for theism than the theist’s experience of God is for atheism. This is where the asymmetry of religious and religious non-experience rightly lies. This is because, I have argued, the sciences (natural and social) are able to explain religious experience convincingly in secular terms, such being supported by empirical study within theoretical research programmes. Consequently, they provide a powerful alternative explanation of religious experience to that provided by theism. By contrast, I have shown that theism has no convincing argument that would explain the atheist’s or agnostic’s absence of religious experience. And, as I have pointed out, science itself is simply unable to account for the absence or non-existence of phenomena, including religious phenomena. Since it is the theist who is proposing that God is real, and that this is legitimated by religious experience, it is incumbent on the theist to mobilize a persuasive argument as to why such experience should be epistemically privileged. The trouble is, science has neurophysiological and neuropsychological theories that have experimental support, that could explain religious experience as false consciousness, in the sense of getting reality wrong. The atheist is denying the reality of God, and if this is on the grounds that he or she has not experienced God, it is unclear to me how this can be explained culturally or historically. Why is it necessary to explain absence or nothingness? How is it possible to corroborate a theory of why things do not exist?

Second, this argument from the asymmetry of experience can be generalized into an argument about the asymmetry of beliefs. If religious non-experience is rightly placed on epistemically firmer ground than religious experience, then religious disbelief is rightly placed on epistemically firmer ground than religious belief. If so, there is already a level playing field in the debate between secularism and religionism. The problem for religionism is not foul play, i.e. the fact that atheism is granted a priori advantage in the debate, but a failure of its own arguments. For it is the theist who is claiming that ‘something’ exists — God. And the burden of corroboration always rightly falls on those who are advancing positive knowledge-claims. The atheist is simply denying that this particular ‘something’ — God — exists, not affirming the existence of any specific ‘something else’ in its place, which can either be proven or disproven. Atheism is not ontological materialism, since the latter, unlike the former, does make positive knowledge-claims about the nature of ‘ultimate’ reality. Atheism is not a theory of ‘ultimate being’; it is merely the denial of God.

Thus, to say it again, the atheist, unlike the theist, is not positing the existence of something that can be either proven or disproven. The point about non-being (nothingness, void, absence) is that it is inaccessible to the sciences. Science can only access existents, not non-existents. The purpose of science is to affirm and explain the reality of existents; it can affirm and explain only that which exists, not that which does not exist. It is not that science is currently unable to affirm or deny the reality of God. Rather, it is impossible for science to disprove God. If God does not exist, he cannot, either in practice or in principle, be proven not to exist. God cannot be disproven, because it is impossible to prove that a non-existent does not exist. By contrast, science is capable in principle (though not in fact) of proving (or rather corroborating) the existence of God, though the work of science has not succeeded in doing so. For, if God exists, and wishes to be known, this ought to at least be provable in principle. If God is omnipotent (or near-omnipotent), perhaps his existence ought to be provable in practice as well, and in a way that would satisfy religious non-believers. However, as a matter of fact, neither philosophy nor theology can prove God’s existence, and this is unlikely to change in the foreseeable future. Although God himself could settle the matter, for example by revealing himself to all non-believers, or bombarding the world with nature miracles, he is apparently reluctant to do so, and religious scholars do not apparently expect a change of heart anytime soon.

I am therefore unconvinced that the atheist must demonstrate the non-existence of God, in order for his or her non-belief to be justifiable. If this were a logical necessity of atheism, it should equally be the case for all forms of scepticism. All manner of propositions would have to be accepted as admissible simply because they were irrefutable — such as the existence of demons, trolls, fairies, elves, the Flying Spaghetti Monster, alien abductors, or Bertrand Russell’s celestial china teapot. So there is rightly no equality, in the sense of ‘burden of proof’, on both sides of the debate between atheism and theism. The theist cannot say that, because the reality of God cannot be refuted, it is foul play to dispute or deny his existence. Rather, the theist must offer persuasive objective arguments/evidence in favour of God’s existence, if his or her belief is to be taken seriously. Conversely, the role of the atheist is not to disprove God, or to prove the existence of an alternative ultimate reality, but to demonstrate the incapacity of theism to build a plausible or persuasive case for God or for religion. In this case, the multiple failures of theism (conceptual, logical, ethical) are themselves supportive of atheism; nothing else is logically required.

This means that, despite the CR spiritualists, religion already is allowed ‘equal entrance’ with atheism on the terrain of rational debate. Theism mobilizes argument/evidence in favour of God; atheism mobilizes argument/evidence that seeks to undercut the theist case for God. Although atheism is incapable of refuting God, whereas theism is at least capable in theory of corroborating God (if God exists), this does not absolve atheists from the rational demand of offering arguments in defence of their religious disbelief. This demand has always been taken very seriously by many atheists, drawing on the tools of philosophy, science and logic. In this sense, atheism is certainly not a ‘taken-for-granted’ or ‘default’ position in post-enlightenment academic culture, as the CR spiritualists assert. On the contrary, it is a worked-out philosophical perspective, forged in critical engagement with theism. The plausibility of the contrary view of atheism is based on the claim of the CR spiritualists that the allegedly instrumental and logocentric post-enlightenment academic culture, and the bourgeois secular culture of mammon-worship, have occluded religious experience. But I am convinced that this argument is groundless.

Why is it claimed otherwise by the authors of Transcendence? Because, if the rational objective criteria of establishing ‘good enough’ grounds for beliefs — public debate, philosophical analysis, empirically-corroborated scientific knowledge — can be portrayed as insufficient to the task of either corroborating or disconfirming transcendence, this means personal experience can be wheeled-out as a kind of trump card to ground the rationality of religious faith. Since neither science nor philosophy are currently able to positively prove or disprove the existence of God, it is argued, it is judgementally rational for individuals to base their own views on their personal experience or personal non-experience of God. It is perfectly rational to assert the reality of God if you have personal experience of God. It is perfectly rational to deny the reality of God if you have no personal experience of God.

Now, as noted earlier, the assumption of the authors of Transcendence is that the public arguments and evidence for and against God just are equivalent, which to my mind is false. This legitimates their defence of theism from the perspective of subjective religious experience. But how do they arrive at this peculiar idea of objective equivalence of argument/evidence? They do it by smuggling in the unwarranted obligation that each side in the debate, if they are to settle it one way or the other, must establish the absolute truth of their own perspective. Thus, the obligation they would place on both theism and atheism, if they are to convince the other of the error of their ways, is to prove their own case to the satisfaction of the other side. Objective equivalence means, then, for the CR spiritualists, that neither side has positively disproven the other. This is their understanding of the epistemological stalemate that legitimates their individual standpoint theory.

This is, in my view, a caricature of the work of philosophy and the sciences, and it cuts away the rationality of engaging in debate. On this logic, one can put forward objective public reasons (scientific and philosophical) for the defensibility of religious belief, but not allow counter-arguments (scientific or philosophical) to prevail against that belief, or to call into question the evidence that rationalizes it. This is exactly what an individual standpoint theory allows. For this reason we are left, in the end, with the non-realist position that beliefs are ultimately rationally justifiable by virtue of personal or subjective experience. Objective public arguments and evidential criteria can be tentatively put forward by theists as corroborations of God, but should these be challenged and found wanting by the opposition (also on the grounds of logic and the sciences), the default position of personal experience is a redoubt that can never be bridged. This is not judgemental rationality. On the contrary, the individual standpoint theory of the CR spiritualists underwrites religious belief, irrespective of the balance of objective argument for and against theism in the public arena. So long as the objective counter-arguments of the atheists are not decisive, and so long as they do not prove theism false, which they can never be or do, religious believers are perfectly entitled to affirm their religious faith on the grounds that they think they have personally experienced some aspect of divinity.

This ‘burden of proof’ criterion has nothing to do with the CR philosophy of science. Rather, here judgemental rationality is a question of the force of the better argument, which is normally only provisionally settled, based on the state of current scientific knowledge, and the conceptual and logical flaws of the competing perspectives. It is not that theism can be proven absolutely true, since that level of certitude is often beyond human knowledge, and certainly the question of God’s existence cannot presently be definitively corroborated. Moreover, I have argued that, if God does not exist, this cannot be refuted in principle or in practice. Nonetheless, the force of the better argument will lie on one side or the other of the debate. I have tried to demonstrate that the force of the better argument does indeed lie on one side of the debate — on the side of atheism. Certainly, one can reasonably suggest that the failure of theism to make a strong philosophical case for God counts against their position. The theist rejects this, and so I affirm that the structure of religious belief renders it intrinsically inflexible and assertive.

This is not necessarily true of the atheist position. The theist cannot be in any reasonable doubt that those elementary structures of reality explored by science are matter (or at least have a material dimension). Our knowledge is such that matter is real and causally efficacious. But the atheist has plenty of good reasons to doubt that there is a yet undiscovered substratum of mind, spirit or ideas that energizes the material, or is interlaced with the material at every level. One cannot have the same degree of rational certainty that God is real and causally efficacious as that matter is real and causally efficacious. To insist otherwise in the name of epistemic relativism is a form of dogmatism. This is obscured by the all-or-nothing logic of proof and disproof that the CR spiritualists import into their epistemology. The fact that theism cannot be refuted does not mean that it is as credible, as plausible, or as persuasive as atheism. For all sorts of reasons, it is not.

According to the CR spiritualists, for theists, it is their belief in the objectivity of their ‘experience’ of God that is the basis of their religious belief. For them, no supporting evidence or argument is necessary for the rational assertability of religious belief (given the contingency and incompleteness of knowledge). For the theist, too, personal non-experience of God cannot deny the validity of God’s reality. After all, not everything that is real may be experienced by all. For the atheist, by contrast, I have suggested that non-experience of God forms no great part of the argument against God. This is based on the logical and conceptual and ethical flaws of theist philosophy, and the constraints placed on knowledge-claims by the work of science. A belief (in God) that is legitimated by a subjective interpretation of the meaning of an experience (i.e. one interpreted as evidencing God’s reality) is not an anchored belief. If that experience can be explained scientifically in terms other than God, the belief to the contrary has no claim to be persuasive. In that case, theism has to utilize the objective tools of analytical philosophy and the evidential knowledge-base of the empirical sciences to build a persuasive case. The absence of a positive refutation of God is an insufficient defence.

Therefore, the authors of Transcendence demand of atheism the impossible, but not of theism. If atheism is true, it cannot satisfy the demand of the CR spiritualists to prove its case. Consequently, hey presto, theism is defensible, even if the force of the better argument favours atheism. If theism is true, on the other hand, it can satisfy the demand of the CR spiritualists to prove its case, but has failed to do so. Indeed, the CR spiritualists refuse to place on themselves the demand to positively demonstrate God’s existence. The demand of the CR spiritualists for a ‘level playing field’, for symmetry, for equality, of public debate, is thus anything but. Rather, their demand that atheism must prove its case, if theism is to prove its own, hands the a priori privilege/advantage to theism. Thus, the terms of the debate between theism and atheism are indeed skewed, as the CR spiritualists assert, but entirely in favour of theism. This is a manoeuvre that actually renders religiosity beyond the reach of rational objective critique. Again, this is the opposite of judgemental rationality.

This draws our attention towards a key difference between theism and atheism: the former cannot afford to be bound by the demands of judgemental rationality whereas the latter can. There is a limit to the degree to which theists will admit of the intrusion of judgemental rationality on the terrain of their religious belief, whereas there is no limit of judgemental rationality imposed by the atheists on the terrain of their religious disbelief. My own view is that most atheists have more-or-less rational objective (i.e. non-experiential) philosophical or theoretical grounds for their religious disbelief, whereas the same is not true of most religious believers. This is because the positive affirmation of the non-reality of God does place that logical demand on the person who would assert it. And atheists are, I think, more likely than theists to submit to that logical demand (i.e. to interrogate and rationalize their beliefs).

The reason for this, in my view, is psychological. You will never find an atheist who would claim that God definitely does not exist. The typical atheist, I would suggest, is far from closed to the possibility that he/she may be wrong. On the contrary, I suspect many atheists would rather like to be convinced of the error of their ways. (I was, in my younger days, amongst their number.) I have already suggested why this may be the case. It is, I think, because religious disbelief is not for them an emotionally or psychically satisfying state of mind, and nor is it supportive of subjective ontological security. Indeed, for them, the contrary is often true. This is the exact reverse of the situation for the religious believer, who has a strong emotional investment in his or her faith. Religiosity is, I have noted, a psychologically soothing and comforting belief (opiate), particularly in a contemporary capitalist world that is increasingly insecure, unstable, unequal, instrumentalized, commodified, subject to imperial power politics and war-ravaged. So the typical atheist would either prefer to believe in God rather than disbelieve, or would have no preference either way, but lacks the personal experience to justify either position. This is even true of the Marxist atheist, since it is probably true that atheism is dispensable to socio-historical materialism, as Collier and Hartwig have suggested. From that starting point, religious non-experience, the educated atheist is then unable to discover in theism a convincing philosophical case that would validate that which he or she does not experience, yet finds much in philosophy and science to problematize it.

This is another sense in which the debate between theism and atheism is asymmetrical, but again to the disadvantage of atheism. The atheist can never find his or her world-view an emotionally satisfying one; hence his or her commitment to it is always provisional and contingent, dependent on the force of the better argument (as he or she sees it). The theist, by contrast, is more likely to be inflexible or assertive in his or her beliefs, because he or she has a huge emotional investment in the truth-value of the object of (religious) belief. His or her view is, as I have suggested, psychically security-inducing: a form of boundary-maintenance, a way of discovering one’s ethical positions inscribed in the very structure of the universe, a way of humanizing and enchanting everything. This is why there is no shortage of religious believers who are absolutely sure that theism is true — and they are utterly convinced not simply that God exists, but that the minutia of their specific religious faith traditions are also incorrigible. For those for whom the world is not spiritualized or enchanted, it would be no loss to discover that it is. For those who affirm the world is spiritualized or enchanted, it is a very big loss to accept the possibility that it is not. For most religious believers, this is a step too far.

This means that judgemental rationality is for the religious at best acceptable, or desirable, as a means of tailoring or modifying their own faith, eliminating internal gaps or inconsistencies, ironing out logical or conceptual flaws, and distilling specific progressive ethical positions from the tangle of religious moral doctrines. This is how the CR spiritualists deploy judgemental rationality. But judgemental rationality will never be admitted by the religious as a force for undermining religiosity itself. No matter how persuasive the critique of religion is, the committed theist will never allow himself or herself to be convinced by it. God himself is thus rendered immune from the process of reason, even if specific less-fundamental articles of belief are up for grabs. Doubtless the CR spiritualists are sincere in their claim to the contrary, but the terms of debate between theism and atheism they would demand (in practice an uneven playing field to the detriment of atheism) rules this out in practice. The point of their individual standpoint theory is that it renders religious belief self-legitimating and self-corroborating. Subjective experience is the trump card that nullifies the failure of theism to build a persuasive objective philosophical case in favour of God, and that ultimately negates the atheistic critique of religiosity. This dubious methodology, I think, is rendered necessary by the inherent dogmatism of religiosity as an ideological form.

(7) Is the specific conceptualization of God of the CR spiritualists rationally defensible (even logically assertable) on the evidential grounds of religious experience and revealed knowledge?

As we have seen, the CR spiritualists present a rather precise concept of God. God is the meaning, the telos, the truth, of all of existence. He is the ultimate source or root or ground of everything, and the sustainer in every moment of all things.222 God is not an impersonal Other, but a supersubject, a personal God, who is concerned with human and worldly affairs.223 God has infinite properties — eternal existence, unconditional love, total goodness, absolute truth, omniscience, etc. However, God is not, in a departure from the usual Christian view, reckoned to be omnipotent. Rather, he is simply extraordinarily powerful, or at least powerful enough to create, sustain, suspend, abrogate or alter the laws that govern the natural world, and to communicate simultaneously with billions of human beings.224 God is neither wholly immanent nor wholly transcendent. He is transcendence-within-immanence.225 This means he is present and active in the natural world (although not all of the world is God), but is also supernatural Other. God also acts on and in the world, intervening in the process of human history, and on behalf of the poor and downtrodden. God is an opponent of injustice and oppression, and struggles with and on behalf of the oppressed for an emancipated (i.e. godly) world.226

The chief problem here is that this God-concept does not appear to be derived from religious experience, and nor can it be validated by revelation (revealed theism), or by natural theology. It does not appear possible to ascribe absolute properties to a being that is designated as an unknowable-known. Finite human minds cannot possibly experience or comprehend the properties of infinitude, so ascribing these properties to God appears just speculative. Revealed religious knowledge does not yield the sublime God of the CR spiritualists either, but rather a being that appears no better or worse than the world itself, since the revelations contained in the holy books appear politically and ethically constrained by the social and historical contexts in which they were experienced and recorded. Natural theology, as we have seen, renders defensible at best only the notion of an awesomely powerful non-human intelligence behind nature, not the specific positive qualities that the CR spiritualists wish to ascribe to God. Thus, the God of the CR spiritualists appears a purely hypothetical construct.

This is clear enough when we consider how the CR spiritualists arrive at their particular God-concept. The designation of God as transcendence-within-immanence is a purely ‘logical’ or ‘conceptual’ solution to the problem of evil in the world, and is embraced simply because it is consistent with their belief that God is unbounded goodness, which has no bearing on its truth or falsity. If there is evil in the world, and God is the creator of the world, then logically God must have created evil. That does not appear very god-like, not if God is absolute goodness, so the problem must be rationalized away. The solution is to propose the theory that the existence of evil is not incompatible with God, because the world is not wholly God and God is not wholly of the world. God is not wholly omnipotent (though he is plenty powerful). Therefore, evil is the result of his incapacity to legislate for all of his own creation on the earthly terrain. In giving humanity the gift of free will, the CR spiritualists affirm, God divested himself of the capacity to control absolutely what happens on planet Earth. And one consequence of human free will is evil beliefs and deeds, including those perpetrated in the name of God.

As can be seen, the CR spiritualists wish to disregard all of the manifold elements of religious teaching and faith that reveal a God who is morally ambivalent or worse. They wish to recommend a God (and hence theism) on the side of the angels — a God and theism opposed to all forms of secular inequality, whether by ethnicity, gender or class. Their God is a committed socialist. He fights with and struggles on behalf of the propertyless against the structures and agents of imperial state power, private property, and money-power. Arguably, there is value in rescuing religion from itself and distilling the finer ethical concepts from the less worthy, since a progressive religiosity is better than those that exist in reality in the doctrines of the official churches or in popular religiosity. The trouble is, this theory of transcendence-within-immanence cannot be tested or corroborated.

Thus, authors who freely admit that their Christian faith is not and never has been ‘essentialist’ or ‘static’ or ‘foundationalist’,227 then paradoxically claim to know what the ‘real’ or ‘true’ or ‘authentic’ Christian religion is (hence embracing essentialism and foundationalism!), despite lacking any evidential grounds for their own specific theory of God. Their realist account of God is not shown to be ‘true’ or ‘authentic’ on any grounds other than that is how the authors believe or experience God to be (whereas millions of others may believe or experience him to be otherwise), and/or because it resolves certain logical problems with traditional theology (such as the incompatibility of evil with a good and powerful God). In the latter case, it is a purely ‘theoretic’ solution (the abandonment of omnipotence), which is embraced simply for the reason that it allows (they think) the preservation of God as absolute goodness, and because they dislike, on ethical grounds, the alternative — a God who is morally imperfect, or just uncaring, and hence who does not intervene in his own creation, either for good or for ill.

There is no input of any data whatsoever from the real world that verifies or that could verify their version of God. One could, with equal justice, argue that God is omnipotent but morally imperfect or disinterested in earthly matters. Such a God would have produced a world that is also imperfect, which contains elements of goodness and evil. In the enchanted world of concepts, where one is constrained only by the demands of logic, either ‘solution’ is respectable. Perhaps the ‘evidence’ actually favours a God who is not absolute goodness. The CR spiritualists claim that, because God is good, he places himself in the service of the just and downtrodden. He is, they say, no passive onlooker, but rather an active participant in the struggle against capitalism. Against this position, a defender of the hypothesis of an omnipotent-but-morally-ambivalent-God (or perhaps of an omnipotent but impersonal unloving God) might retort as follows. If God stands for and with the poor and oppressed, and struggles alongside them for justice, why are the poor and oppressed still with us? Why is capitalism still with us after 250 years of anti-capitalist struggle? One would have thought, they might say, that with God as one’s ally (a God who if not omnipotent is nonetheless ‘plenty powerful’), there would be rather less exploitation and injustice in the world than there is.

Thus, the notion of God as absolute goodness is endorsed by the CR spiritualists, not because it is more logically plausible than the latter, or because the real world confronts them with more evidence in its favour, but because for them it is more politically correct. That is to say, it is more consistent with the God that they would prefer existed in reality. Yet, remarkably, this artifice (God as transcendence-within-immanence) is presented as a case of judgemental rationality, analogous to the conceptual modifications and revisions that scientists make to their theories to render them resistant to falsification, better able to account for previously anomalous data, and better able to predict new facts:


Militant atheists, with whom we have argued, are sometimes taken aback by such abandonment of God’s omnipotence. They almost seem to regard it as cheating, as if we who believe must remain committed to the exact conception of God against which they happen to rail. Here, contrary to their evident expectation, we have an example of religious believers responding responsibly to argument.228



But this is not in the least bit like judgemental rationality in science. To reiterate an earlier point, this is because, in the case of science, the theoretical adjustments and revisions are open to corroboration or refutation by the methods of experiment and empirical checking, and by the criteria of practical efficacy (enhanced control of the world of objects). As such, if they work, they do not remain purely theoretical or hypothetical, but are connected to the world of natural necessity. This is quite unlike conceptual revisions in theology (such as transcendence-within-immanence), which remain confined to the world of ideas, and thus remain purely imaginative or scholastic artifices, for which there are no grounds for accepting their truth or falsity.

Not only is the concept of God as transcendence-within-immanence devoid of evidential grounds (and, it might be added, lacking in much in the way of supporting argument), but its logical coherence is also questionable. Two problems stand out. First, notwithstanding appearances to the contrary, it is unclear whether or not the CR spiritualists have truly withheld omnipotence from God. ‘Omnipotence is not challenged by the original divine conference of free will upon humankind, but it is restricted by God’s forbearing to rescind our autonomy — and his bearing with its consequences.’229 But, if God has voluntarily bestowed the gift of free will on humans, this is not a limitation on his power, and nor is voluntarily abiding by the consequences of his decision. If free will exists only by virtue of God’s forbearance, in the absence of which humans would be utterly subordinate to God’s will, this is a case of God simply choosing not to exercise his omnipotence, not a denial of its reality.

A God who is (as the CR spiritualists suggest) the boundless creator and sustainer of all things, thus exempt from the laws of causality, and hence capable of willing an entirely different universe into existence if he should so choose, would appear to be omnipotent in all but name. At least, he would be close enough to omnipotence for its denial to scarcely matter. Yet God’s status of omnipotence, which is required to explain his unbounded creativity, is, after it has been admitted, paradoxically (and arbitrarily) withdrawn, as God is seen as compelled ‘by his own nature’ to maintain human free will. Why should he feel so compelled? If human free will has led to falleness, God would have good moral reasons for rescinding or suspending it, at least until human history was placed back on the right path. So, as far as God’s omnipotence is concerned, there is, in the theory of the CR spiritualists, an element of ‘now you see it, now you don’t’. It exists or ceases to exist where it suits their convenience. Here it exists, to explain God’s emancipation from the constraints of time, space and causality. There it does not exist, so that the notion of God as absolute goodness can be preserved in the face of the evils of his own creation.

Second, it is unclear how many of the other absolute qualities of God (especially omniscience), which the CR spiritualists wish to preserve, are actually compatible with a non-omnipotent God. If omnipotence is to be withheld from God, where is the warranty for upholding the other absolute properties normally attributed to him — absolute wisdom, absolute knowledge, absolute truth, absolute goodness, etc? Once we concede the idea of God’s finitude (or limits), his imperfection if you like, the God-concept itself is problematized. If he is finite in this way, why should he not be finite in other ways? Either God is absolute or he is not. A non-absolute absolute is seemingly a contradiction in terms. This is exactly why most theologians are reluctant to abandon the idea of an all-powerful God, despite the problem of evil.

The problem is especially acute if we wish to attribute to a non-omnipotent God the status of omniscience. This does not seem logically possible. An omniscient being can be as such only on condition that he is also omnipotent. Perfect knowledge, i.e. knowledge of all possibilities and existents and eventualities, from the beginning to the end of time and space, can be possessed by God only insofar as God also controls absolutely the total historical process, at every level of being, so that its course is teleologically predetermined. If such a God were real, he would stand in contradiction to a key idea of the CR philosophy of science — namely the idea of systemic openness in nature. Conversely, if God is not omnipotent, and therefore not omniscient, his status as absolute truth also fails. For such a God, lacking the power to control events, and hence the capacity to know all outcomes, would be a God who would make mistakes, commit errors of judgement, and mislead himself and others.

Conclusion

I conclude that the CR spiritualists fail to place their religious epistemology on sufficient conceptual foundations. Their theism, though certainly benign, informed by the CR standards of judgemental rationality, self-assuredly fallibilistic, and free from the kinds of doctrinal dogmatism and authoritarianism that is typical of religious faith, is ultimately unsuccessful. The CR spiritualists do demonstrate that the issue of God’s reality is a properly meaningful question of rational knowledge, and of CR philosophy, although they do not establish that God is defensible by virtue of their critique of the epistemic fallacy (if that is their intention). However, my argument is that the remainder of their case is philosophically flawed; indeed, it is unfounded. I will briefly summarize the chief issues.

First, the CR spiritualists do not establish the equal rationality of religious belief and religious disbelief on the grounds of scientific/philosophical argument/evidence, which is vital to their case. On the contrary, I have tried to show (and also in Chapter 3) that atheism is rather more defensible and persuasive, on the objective terrain.

Second, nor do the CR spiritualists demonstrate that personal experience (religious or secular) is a defensible ground for affirming either religious belief or disbelief. Although religious non-experience, like religious experience, is corrigible, a good case can be made that the latter is rather more corrigible than the former. This means that the epistemological status of religious beliefs is rather more problematic than that of religious disbelief.

Third, nor do the CR spiritualists formulate good enough reasons for affirming natural theology’s defence of the concept of a cosmic designing intelligence at work in the world, or for regarding revealed religious knowledge as trustworthy by virtue of its anchorage in religious experience. Instead, I have argued, naturalistic alternatives to the argument from teleology are not only possible but are more defensible, whereas the concept of revealed knowledge founders on (amongst other things) the problem of biblical or scriptural errancy.

Fourth, nor do the CR spiritualists successfully subject the rival secularist world-view to the ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’. This is important to their case, since they wish to show that secularism is bourgeois ideology, a state of consciousness shaped by the pervasive bourgeois culture of instrumentalism and mammon-worship. But I have tried to demonstrate that far from the public terms of debate being skewed in favour of atheism (as the CR spiritualists assert), the reverse is actually the case. For it is the CR spiritualists, who wish to establish ‘rules of engagement’ that epistemically favour religious belief over its contrary. Moreover, their argument founders on the fact that, ideologically, Western societies are a long way from being secularized (in fact, atheism is the minority and distrusted opinion), and also on their failure to demonstrate that the enlightenment and Marxist critiques of religion have been contaminated by bourgeois ideology.

Finally, nor do the CR spiritualists establish the plausibility or persuasiveness of their own specific theory of God on the grounds of either religious experience or revealed religious knowledge. Rather, the range of specific properties and powers they wish to ascribe to God, and the limitations they would place on God’s power, are assertive. This is inasmuch as they seek to establish these purely on the grounds of theoretical consistency (yet I have argued that conceptual and logical consistency is not in fact accomplished), or they derive them from their own cherry-picking or editing of scriptural sources, themselves, arguably, based on their own political and ethical value-judgements. Certainly, it is difficult to see how the infinite qualities they wish to attribute to God (which are not time-space or causally bound) can be derived from the finite experiences of human beings (whose consciousness is precisely bound by time-space bound structures and generative mechanisms).


5 Humanism, spiritualism and critical theory

 

 

 

 

Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to buttress the case for a universal politics and ethics (of human emancipation or eudaimonia) based on materialist dialectics (i.e. the Marxian naturalistic anthropology of human-being-in-nature elaborated in Chapter 2). This will be accomplished by means of a critical engagement with the kinds of transhistorical ethical positions that are in my view typical of theist (or absolute idealist) philosophical ontologies. My argument here will be that absolute idealism necessarily sustains ethical and political positions that are an obstacle to eudaimonia (human emancipation). By contrast, a humanist anthropology, underpinned by materialist dialectics, offers a far more promising way forward for a critical social science and liberatory politics. Critical social theory, moral realism and emancipatory politics, I will contend, cannot be grounded in a spiritualist or idealist metaphysics (or any form of transcendental ontology), for reasons that will be elaborated in this chapter. Instead, these must be rooted in a scientifically and historically informed humanism that is both naturalistic and materialistic. Marxian dialectics (which I have elaborated in Chapters 2 and 3) arguably provides precisely this kind of humanism.

This perspective is dismissed, not only by religious progressives within the CR camp, but also by the CR ‘agnostics’. Whereas the CR spiritualists want to stress the practical emancipatory ethical and political benefits of endorsing a theistic philosophy of life, the CR agnostics want to affirm that at the very least theism is not incompatible with emancipatory politics and ethics. Therefore, disputing religiosity fulfils no useful function in critical theory, or so the argument goes. Thus, Doug Porpora, an ally of Bhaskar’s ‘spiritual turn’ (albeit in life politics rather than in CR research), cautions the ‘hard-nosed’ materialists of the CR research community and socialist movement more generally not to eschew valuable allies in the struggle against capitalism and for socialism, simply on the grounds they are religious-minded. ‘As we on the left begin to talk beyond ourselves to the public at large, let us make not more enemies but more friends — across whatever divides are of little consequence.’1 In the same vein, Hartwig points out that there are plenty of good folk out there (including socialists, libertarians, ecologists, even Marxists) who are religious, and cautions that endorsing atheistic materialism risks estranging them from organized socialist politics, thus dividing the natural constituency of the anti-capitalist movement.2

Hartwig and Porpora are to be commended for their concern that attacking the theistic basis of religious consciousness might alienate such individuals.3 But these are insufficient grounds to forsake the materialist critique of absolute idealism, or to refrain from arguing for a naturalistic ontology of being. As Paul N. Siegel says, it is far better to be honest and forthright about our views, than pretend to be all things to all people:


If readers who are religious find the tone of my exposition … too sharp, I would reply that my sharpness in attacking what I deem to be intellectual error does not necessarily mean that I bear hostility to those who subscribe to it, certainly not to those of them who are seeking to build a just social order, with whom I have a sense of solidarity.4



This is exactly right. Critique drives the dialectic of conceptual advance. If the arguments of secularists are faulty or one-sided, theists and agnostics have the freedom to demonstrate this, and their critique (if it is compelling) will force conceptual revision on the part of the secularists. If, on the other hand, the arguments of the atheists and materialists are good and challenging ones, they will stimulate attempts by undogmatic believers to overcome the objections we raise by means of conceptual revision on their part. If these attempts are unsuccessful, and if indeed the religious believer is undogmatic, he or she will be convinced by the case for realist materialism. So be it. That is the pulse of philosophy.

Porpora’s injunction to build bridges ‘everywhere’ smacks of the discredited Popular Frontism of the 1930s that singularly failed to cope with the rise of fascism, for the simple reason that it diluted the radical opposition. The left is not so desperate for friends that just anyone should be courted, particularly since anti-capitalist politics and consciousness on a global scale have been on the upward curve since the 1990s. Today the focus of resistance to capitalism is the new Red-Green coalition taking shape around ecology, anti-corporate globalization, labour rights and anti-imperialism.5 This, not the organized theisms, is the vehicle for progressive social struggles for a better world. Without doubt, religious or ‘spiritual’ people are a part of that movement, and rightly so. And such people will often be motivated to participate in such movements by their religious or spiritual convictions. But, inasmuch as the goal of religious progressives is worldly human emancipation, the essence of their politics is secular-humanist, not religious. Moreover, they are agents of progressive struggles by virtue of their secular affiliations and practices (within parties and movements), not by virtue of their religious ones.

Yet Hartwig and Porpora are right that religious and non-religious progressives should make common cause: there can be no sectarianism on either side. But Marxism has never ruled out alliances of atheist and religious progressives. As Collier rightly points out, Marx’s major philosophical contribution was on the terrain of social theory, not the metaphysics of ultimate being, and it is clear that his atheism was not theoretically essential to his socialist politics or critique of capitalism.6 Nor did Marx deny that one could be a revolutionary socialist yet possess a ‘religious sensibility’. For this reason, neither he nor Engels regarded atheism as an indispensable requirement of membership of socialist movements.7 The same attitude was endorsed by the Bolsheviks. Lenin, for example, was clear that workers with religious beliefs (and also priests) should be admitted into revolutionary socialist organizations, so long as they were committed to socialist politics, were prepared to carry out party work and did not proselytize when conducting party work.8 Consequently, religious believers were welcomed into the Party. Many did enter, despite the ‘dogmatic materialism’ of most of the Party’s leaders, because they shared a commitment with the atheists to build a socialist order in which exploitation and oppression were abolished.9

But religious people, if they want to be agents of human emancipation, have to be convinced that earthly liberation is possible, and they have to be active participants in the secular political organizations and social movements that we call anti-capitalist. They cannot contribute positively to the project of human emancipation by engaging in specifically religious practices and institutions (prayer, meditation, charitable works, the various rituals and ceremonies around collective worship). But, crucially, the reverse is not true: there is no necessity for the atheists or agnostics to be converted to theism, or to join religious organizations, in order for human emancipation to be possible.

An atheistic Marxism is not incompatible with religious freedom and tolerance. Both Marx and Engels expressed their opposition to religious persecution in unambiguous terms.10 Engels, for example, explicitly ruled out the idea that religion should be outlawed in a socialist society. Instead, he recommended the complete separation of state and church, so that ‘in relation to the state, religion is purely a private affair’.11 As Lenin elaborated: ‘The state must not concern itself with religion; religious societies must not be bound to the state. Every one must be absolutely free to profess whatever religion he likes, or to profess no religion.’12 In the post-revolutionary situation in Russia, prior to the civil war and rise of Stalinism, as the privileges and state patronage of the Russian Orthodox Church were withdrawn, and the separation of church and state instituted, religious freedoms generally were expanded and enshrined in law.13 The classical Marxists argued that religion cannot (and should not) be abolished. Rather, they argued that its disappearance is contingent on the further moral development of society in the conditions of socialist freedom, and so religion cannot be repressed or legislated out of existence.14

I conclude that the ‘negative’ argument (of Porpora and Hartwig) for abstaining from the critique of ontological idealism is groundless. But Porpora also has positive arguments in favour of a theistic or spiritualistic ethics and politics. His first argument is that religiosity is not necessarily irrational or superstitious, nor fundamentally based on faith or authority rather than reason, and thus it is not inherently incompatible with science and objective inquiry. His second argument is that religiosity or spirituality is indispensable to any usable objective moral ontology.15 Without theism, he suggests, ethical and political judgements are ontologically unfounded.16 I will consider these arguments later in this chapter.

For now, I would like to make the critical observation that focusing on the concerns of enlightened or progressive religionists (as recommended by Por-pora and Hartwig) can obscure something important about the historical nature of religious institutions and the modes of consciousness they facilitate and sanctify. This is the simple fact that the theisms of actually existing organized religions have been a very long way from articulating straightforwardly liberatory or even moderately progressive political or ethical commitments. These theisms are self-contradictory constructions, with progressive elements combined with but often subordinated to reactionary or retrogressive elements. The world religions are necessarily an attempt to express real human needs and interests, because religiosity is concerned with explaining the ‘meaning of life’, and articulating the grounds of ‘ethical right-action’.17 Nonetheless, theism to date has also been saturated with the vested social interests and political world-views of powerful undemocratic elites within religious institutions, and the dominant power relations of wider society. Organized religiosity has, as a matter of historical fact, always been a compromise with power and privilege. The world religions have long since made their peace with private property, capitalism, class relations and the market. This state of affairs, especially because it is a universal phenomenon, requires explanation.

I will discuss the sociological reasons for the ambivalence of religious institutions and ideologies shortly. For now I would like to make the point that this religious ambivalence necessarily has dangerous real-world consequences. This is because religious elites in theist institutions necessarily assume the role of guardians and defenders of public morality. That is precisely their social function. The problem here is that the idea of God, the ‘supreme being’, the ‘divine authority’, is uniquely conducive to or supportive of the idea of absolute moral authority invested in those theocratic institutions and elites that rule in God’s name. This is no accident, in my view, but is rather essential to the idea of God. So godism and religionism as ideological forms undoubtedly sanction both doctrinal dogmatism and also moral and political authoritarianism. Thus, it is no accident, for example, that Christianity requires personal commitment to specific articles of faith that are frankly dispensable to an ethics of universal right-action (the Holy Trinity, etc.) as a condition of membership of the Church. Such moral dogmatism and doctrinal purism, together with the proselytizing imperative, has, over the centuries, provided the motives for Christianity’s numerous splits into rival sects or denominations, its proclamations of heresy, its inquisitions, crusades, holy wars, and suchlike. 18 The same point applies with equal justice to Hinduism and Islam.

Marxism and the sociology of religion

I will argue in this chapter that religion as an ideological and institutional reality is incompatible with emancipatory politics and ethics, partly because theism is based on error and unreason, and partly because theism, despite being shaped by the material contradictions of class society, has a long-run tendency to accommodate to the interests and perspectives of the super-ordinate classes in historical social relations. But the Marxist perspective on religion, which I wish to outline and defend, does not commit us to the position that individuals who possess a religious sensibility are either supporters of power structures or fundamentally deranged. So what does it entail? Marx and Engels famously insisted on the need for a materialist analysis of religion. But, for them, this does not amount to a class-reductive account of religion, least of all a view of religion as mere expression of ruling class ideology. This is for the simple reason that, according to the Marxian theoretical perspective on social systems, which of course proposes a base/superstructure model (whereby forms of ideology and politics are vertically ‘determined’ by underlying or anterior material causes),19 this ‘determination’ of culture and consciousness by ‘material life’ nonetheless transcends the material causality of economic and class structures.

For Marx and Engels, on my interpretation, neither economic relations (modes of production) nor class interests are exhaustive of the material basis upon which rises the ideological or cultural ‘superstructures’ (including religion) of society. This material ‘basis’ includes the structural level of familial and sexual relations, and the substructural levels of human biology (human needs and capacities) and physical reality (the law-governed material environment within which human beings are compelled to act and interact in procuring or producing their livelihood).20 A materialist analysis of religion does not, therefore, have to base its authority upon the discovery of its origins in class interests or relations. Nor does it even have to explain the subsequent development of specific religious doctrines exhaustively in these same terms. On the contrary, it can legitimately be based in a broader perspective. This is one that seeks to explain consciousness (in this case religious beliefs) and its ideological emergents (in this case religious doctrine) in terms of being or existence (i.e. the interface between human psycho-biological needs and physical nature via the mediation of the labour-process and its attendant mode of production).21

This is just as well because there can be no doubt that religion (in the broadest sense of a belief in spirits) pre-dates the historical emergence of class-divided societies, having its roots at the very dawn of human consciousness. Marx’s famous assertion that religion is ‘the sigh of the oppressed creature’22 is thus best interpreted as an effort to grasp its contradictory functions in societies where class divisions have emerged, not as a class-reductive explanation of the formation and development of religious ideas and institutions. Now Marx famously described religion as a kind of alienation and as a kind of idolatry. First, it represents an inversion (in human consciousness and ideology) of oppressive real-world conditions and relations, and of human aspirations to overcome them. Second, and in consequence of the above, it expresses the subordination of human beings to the ideological products of their own (religious) consciousness — i.e. the gods. ‘Man makes religion, religion does not make man’, but human beings, having fashioned their gods, fall prostrate before them. Religion is not recognized as a human artifice (and if it were it would not be religion), but as the emanation of a superhuman being (or beings), as revelation from the heavens, and as pie in the sky.

This is alienation, not simply because religious consciousness is based on error, but because the error diminishes the human world that is its source. Religious projection is the displacement of human hopes, aspirations, values, norms, etc., onto an imaginary supernatural domain, which is then worshipped as the source and guarantor and protector of all these human things, so divesting humanity of its own humanity. Earthly human reality (or those parts of it that are viewed as valuable) is fetishized as divine reality, which is transformed into the object of idolatry, and in the process the earthly human domain is emptied of intrinsic moral purpose:


Religion is the self-consciousness and self-esteem of man who has either not yet found himself or who has already lost himself again. But man is no abstract being encamped outside the world. Man is the world of man, the state, society. This state, this society, produces religion, an inverted world-consciousness, because they are an inverted world. Religion is the general theory of that world, its encyclopaedic compendium, its logic in a popular form, its point d’honneur, its enthusiasm, its moral sanction, its solemn complement, its universal source of consolation and justification. It is the fantastic realization of the human essence since the human essence has not acquired any true reality.23



For Marx, then, the purpose of religious criticism, which he thought had pretty much been accomplished by the French materialists and by Feuerbach, was to reconnect human values, aspirations and struggles to their rightful authors on the earthly terrain: ‘Man, who looked for a superhuman being in the fantastic reality of heaven and found there nothing but the reflection of himself, will no longer be disposed to find but the semblance of himself, only an inhuman being, where he seeks and must seek his true reality.’24 This means that the struggle to overcome religion, for Marx, is not essentially a struggle against religion itself (or the religious). Rather, it is a struggle against the real-world conditions and generative mechanisms (lack of human control over nature and society, oppression, exploitation, inequality, in a word suffering), for which religion provides psychological compensations, and by virtue of which it enjoys mass popular appeal:


The struggle against religion is, therefore, indirectly the struggle against that world whose spiritual aroma is religion … To abolish religion as the illusory happiness of the people is the demand for their real happiness. To call on them to give up their illusions about their condition is to call on them to give up a condition that requires illusions. The criticism of religion is, therefore, in embryo, the criticism of that vale of tears of which religion is the halo … The task of history, therefore, once the world beyond the truth has disappeared, is to establish the truth of this world. The immediate task of philosophy, which is at the service of history, once the holy form of human self-estrangement has been unmasked, is to unmask self-estrangement in its unholy forms. Thus the criticism of heaven turns into the criticism of the earth, the criticism of religion into the criticism of law and the criticism of theology into the criticism of politics.25



But where does religion come from? The historical roots of religion, from the Marxian perspective, are to be found in the fetishized self-understanding of our earliest human ancestors, who began to interpret their dream-states as evidencing the independence of ‘spirit’ from the material world. Over time, these images animating the sleeping imagination became interpreted as the spirits of the dead, which were seen as leaving the body in death as in sleep.26 In due course, these spirits were constructed as deities or gods, whose origins in the ‘phantoms of the dead generations’ were forgotten. This deism (and hence ultimately theism) was consolidated because it yielded psychological benefits for human beings. In a situation where the productive forces were scarcely developed at all, and where therefore human beings were especially vulnerable to the capricious forces of nature, such beliefs could function as a kind of opiate, rendering life more bearable.

In these historical circumstances, the gods were not only fashioned from the spirits of the dead, but also from the opaque forces of nature. Here the degree of practical control that human beings could exercise over nature in meeting or expanding their needs was of the most rudimentary kind, and this meant that individuals were forced to confront a world of powerful and mysterious forces that dominated their lives, for good or for ill. This encouraged our distant ancestors (originally situated in scavenger bands) to interpret their dream-states as evidence of the continuity of the communities in which they lived in the face of existential hazards. It also encouraged them to humanize nature in specific ways. To render their lives more secure (in a psychological sense), early humans began seeking greater control over their conditions of existence in imagination as well as in fact — in the latter case by investing the power to dominate or control nature in supernatural entities, which if suitably appeased would act as guardians or overseers of human affairs and interests. By appeasing the gods, human beings could then indirectly assume greater control over their material conditions of existence. Religion was both insurance and compensation against the brute facts of everyday life.27

Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno, in their seminal work The Dialectic of enlightenment, famously describe this spiritualistic humanization of the natural world in terms of the transition from natural mimesis to magical mimesis.28 In the animal kingdom, biological adaptations (e.g. the evolution of fur, claws, camouflage, speed of foot, intelligence, sociality) are selected if they enhance the survival-value of organisms and species in response to environmental pressures. This is ‘natural mimesis’. Natural mimesis also includes a range of inherited or instinctual behaviours (freezing, hiding, taking flight, nurturing the young, etc.) that enhance the adaptive success of an organism or species. Now, Horkheimer and Adorno regard behaviours designed to blend-in with the natural world as an especially important aspect of natural mimesis. ‘Protection as fear is a kind of mimicry. The reflexes of stiffening and numbness in humans are archaic schemata of the urge to survive.’29

‘Magical mimesis’, by contrast, marks the beginning of the supplanting of instinctual behaviours by cultural adaptations to existential dangers. In the earliest human communities, the first attempts were made to prohibit instinctual mimetic behaviours in favour of spiritual ones. Religious ceremonies and rituals — such as wearing animal skins or the meditative projection of self into various natural entities (animals, trees, rivers, volcanoes, etc.) — allowed humans to adapt symbolically to their surroundings by investing in themselves the powers of the natural environment. Religiosity (belief in magic and spirits), in the earliest human communities, was thus a form of mimicry of the natural order in order to cope with danger. In the ‘magical phase’, by camouflaging themselves with the objects of the natural world, human beings bridged the gap between ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ reality, and thereby alleviated the existential threats posed to the former by the latter.

The belief in spirits and in the ‘enchanted world’, as an expression of humanity’s alienation from nature and self-alienation, was modified into coherent and codified systems of religious doctrine during the long-drawn transition from pre-class society to class society. These forms of alienation remained a fundamental part of religion, but they were supplemented and reinforced by alienation of a new kind: the estrangement of human beings from their social relations or ‘social being’. Here, religion expresses the pow-erlessness of the direct producers in the face of their lack of control over both nature and society (where the latter has become organized in such a way that it subjects them to oppressive relationships of economic exploitation backed up by political domination).30 As Marx puts it, ‘natural religion or this particular relation of men to nature is determined by the form of society and vice versa. Here, as everywhere, the identity of nature and man appear in such a way that the restricted relation of men to nature determines their restricted relation to one another, and their restricted relation to one another determines their restricted relation to nature’.31 Consequently, religion expresses here, in a mythologized form, the life-process or conditions of life (including social interests) of the new superordinate and subordinate classes.32

Yet, in the theistic sphere, more so than in the purely religious sphere, the ideas of the superordinate classes are dominant. In pre-capitalist class societies, theology has tended to be more conservative than the popular religiosity of the masses. This occurs by virtue of the fact that these classes are able to use their control over allocative and authoritative resources to dominate (whether directly or indirectly) political and cultural institutions, and because only those derived from the ranks of these classes can specialize as thinkers in pre-capitalist agrarian or imperial states.33 Indeed, the single most important concept of the so-called ‘rationalized’ religions — the one-God doctrine (monotheism) — was an articulation of the class sensibilities of the propertied elites of the earliest agrarian civilizations. The historical origin of monotheism — the idea of a ‘supreme being’ (a single, all-powerful deity rather than a motley pecking order of spirits with differentially circumscribed powers) — is to be found in the social transformations that established centralized urbanized imperial states overseeing class-divided societies.34 Here, the notion of absolute ‘divine authority’ was, for the secular and priestly elites, a fantasized reflection of their absolute authority on earth.

Nonetheless, given that religious ideas are moulded by all social classes to suit the particularity of their own social being, religious monotheism took hold for the masses for rather different reasons. On the one hand, the growth of trade and communications across social and cultural borders, based on the diffusion of new iron-age agricultural tools, began to germinate the idea of a ‘universal humanity’, of which the idea of a single deity was an alienated supernaturalistic projection.35 On the other hand, an ‘anonymous, all-embracing deity could seem to provide support and protection’ in the new urban environment where ‘traders, artisans and beggars had repeated contacts with a very large number of people from different localities and in different occupations’.36

Now, from the Marxian perspective, religious ideologies in most class societies are appropriated (albeit often unconsciously or perhaps semi-consciously) as cultural resources by the propertied and propertyless classes to either legitimize or challenge, to sanctify or criticize, the existing structure of society. As Paul N. Siegel explains:


Marx and Engels gave a … concretely historical explanation of the role of religion through the ages which took into account its contradictory functions. Although the primary function of religion was to sanctify repressive institutions, because it dominated people’s thinking about the world and society around them, rebellious moods and movements among the oppressed in pre-bourgeois times — and even after — tended spontaneously to acquire a religious colouration and heretical cast. The aims and aspirations of social agitators were expressed through traditional religious ideas adapted to the needs and demands of the insurgent masses … The reinterpretations of religious ideas have accompanied deep-going changes in social relations that have given rise to sharp class conflict.37



This perspective is explicit in Marx’s famous declaration that ‘religion is the opium of the people’.38 As Siegel observes, this ‘is generally taken to mean that religion is a drug which enables the masses to bear their misery by losing themselves in dreams that deprive them of the capacity to revolt’.39 This is certainly an important part of Marx’s interpretation. But Marx also contends that ‘religious distress is … the … protest against real distress’.40 So Marx is saying that religion, as the opiate of the oppressed, can in different circumstances provide ideological ammunition for both passive adjustment to the status quo and social struggles to overturn exploitive or oppressive structures.41 Thus, religious sensibility is not simply reaction. Yet opiate, precisely because it is a drug that induces a distorted or inverted understanding of reality, cannot constitute the basis of a rational critical theory of society, or provide fully adequate directional guidance for emancipatory political projects. Therefore, for Marx, the fundamental problem with theism or religionism (as an institutional and ideological reality) is not that it cannot motivate emancipatory struggles, but that it cannot deliver the emancipatory goods, or provide a rational guide to liberatory practices. Religion cannot deliver the emancipatory goods, in Marx’s view, because it is based on intellectual error (an ‘upside-down’ conception of the relation between ideas and reality).

The contradictions of religious sensibility

In contrast to Marx, the CR scholar Doug Porpora wishes to argue that theism or religiosity is capable of supporting a progressive politics or ethics, and, furthermore, is compatible with the specific emancipatory goals of Marxism.42 This is highly disputable. Before elaborating on why this is the case, however, it is worth noting two pertinent facts about the relationship between religion and society. First, the driving energy of mass mobilizations for social justice in capitalist modernity does not originate primarily from the religious sphere, least of all from the organized world theisms. The relationship between economic base (mode of production and class structure) and politico-ideological superstructure (religious ideology) here is clearly less direct or immediate than the relationship between economic base and political and legal structures. One obvious reason for this is that religious forms under modern capitalism (in common with other superstructural forms of culture or ideology) do not have the same functional indispensability of state and juridical relations to the economic structure of society.

The culture of modernity is one that has increasingly weakened the grip of religious ideas upon the popular imagination, in the sense that these no longer enjoy a monopoly in explaining either the social or natural worlds. This weakening is both in the sense of prevalence and in the sense of intensity: religious beliefs are less popular and are held with less fervour and conviction than hitherto. This is, in large measure, due to the success of science and technology in manipulating the physical environment, thereby proving in practice the efficacy of a materialist or naturalistic outlook (whether ‘shamefaced’ agnostic or fully-fledged atheistic). Nonetheless, it is clear enough that contemporary Western societies are still a very long way from being secularized, since religious or spiritualistic sensibilities remain firmly embedded in popular consciousness, and atheism remains a minority viewpoint.43 Indeed, atheism remains not simply a minority opinion in the public mind, but also an unpopular one, since it tends to be viewed suspiciously as morally dubious, precisely because it is either ‘ungoldly’ or ‘unspiritual’.44

Part of the reason for this is that contemporary Western societies maintain both institutional and cultural barriers to secularism. Thus, children in most such countries still receive religious instruction at every level of the primary and secondary school systems. Many are compelled to participate in or endure specifically religious practices, from the relatively benign (e.g. attendance at religious services) to the downright pernicious (e.g. compulsory circumcision). They are actively socialized, before they are mature enough to exercise independent judgement over which beliefs to endorse, into the theisms of their respective faith communities. Moreover, they invariably are members of religious communities by virtue of ascription — the religious affiliations of their parents — which maps out in advance the type of religious socialization they will undergo (Christian, Muslim, etc.).45 In addition, in modern liberal-democratic states, established native or local church authorities continue to be treated with reverence by governments and media broadcasters, and are portrayed as the experts on matters of ethics and moral virtue.46 Finally, in liberal democracies, religious beliefs and values are placed pretty much ‘out of bounds’, as far as criticizing them is concerned, even where these sponsor bigotry and discriminatory practices, as they often do.47 This is on the grounds of multicultural toleration of ‘difference’, of liberal respect for matters of ‘faith’ and/or fear of provoking a backlash from religious militants.48

However, the modern period, if it has not ushered in a secular culture, has at least undergone a process of secularization, not simply by virtue of the decline in the prevalence and intensity of popular beliefs in a personal God, but also insofar as political and economic institutions have normally become formally detached from religious institutions, and have tended to be governed by purely secular interests. Consequently, the dominant social legitimations of political and economic struggles and inequalities are not usually (in developed modern capitalist societies) carried by religious world-views, but are more often expressed in the form of secular discourses, such as those of liberalism, socialism, nationalism, ethnic tribalism, and even biologism. This being the case, the superordinate classes of capitalist societies normally no longer have the same pressing imperative to inscribe their own world-views into even the most influential of the world religions, since doing so is not normally vital to the defence of capitalist interests.49 Religious doctrines in the modern epoch therefore have a degree of freedom to articulate aspirations, beliefs or interests that are not mere ‘reflections’ of the vested interests of those who control authoritative or allocative resources, or ‘reflexes’ of the economic and political struggle between classes (which is not to say that they are neither false nor alienated nor both).50

Such a state of affairs contrasts sharply with that which pertained in precapitalist class societies. Religious ideology here was also no mere ‘reflex’ of the interests of the landowning or state classes (of the slave, tributary or feudal modes of production), or of the struggle between these classes and the direct agricultural producers. Nonetheless, it was closely intertwined with relations of production and exploitation, by virtue of the fact that it was not here differentiated from law and was the fundamental cultural resource by which interactants made sense of the world and their place in it.51 This being the case, the derivation (more or less) of legal norms from religious beliefs, and the lack of ideational alternatives to religion, has meant that in most historical class societies the latter has had a closer connection with class interests, and as a consequence of this with class struggle, than is the case in capitalist modernity.

Second, wherever progressive elements have originated within the major religions (both in pre-modern and modern times), these have normally been suppressed and extinguished by the religious elites, or have disintegrated under the weight of their internal contradictions, or have degenerated into reactionary bulwarks of class power and privilege.52 This is often denied by those sociologists who wish to argue that institutionalized religion is as often revolutionary (in the sense of successfully stimulating radical social change) as it is conservative (in the sense of successfully defending the societal status quo).53 G.K. Nelson, for example, claims that orthodox Catholicism in Northern Ireland has historically played a progressive role, since it has longstanding links with the Republican movement. Nelson also cites the revolutionary role of the Catholic Church in Poland, in opposing and eventually undermining the Stalinist regime. Other examples he offers include: the leading role of the Southern Christian Leadership Council in facilitating the introduction of effective anti-discrimination and anti-segregation legislation in the USA; and religious opposition to apartheid in South Africa spearheaded by Archbishop Tutu. These examples, he thinks, demonstrate that religiosity is as often liberatory as it is reactionary.

Religious ethics, according to Nelson, may be especially potent sources of progressive change, due to their abstract theist form, since they motivate struggles to ‘moralize’ or ‘spiritualize’ society, to build a social order pleasing to God, who (as absolute justice and absolute virtue) obviously has sublime standards to emulate. However, even where the religious ideas are progressive, under certain circumstances, their efficacy is overstated by sociologists such as Nelson. This is because he wishes to attribute the power to energize radical change, not to interest governed human social agency, but to the abstract moralism which constitutes spiritualist sensibility. This is clear enough when we consider the adequacy of Nelson’s own examples. None of these are especially convincing. In fact, in all of these cases, the driving force of change was less the influence of spiritualism, and more the political struggles of secular social movements. First, though Tutu’s opposition to apartheid was courageous, albeit often confused, the driving force of the anti-apartheid campaign was undoubtedly the trade union movement and the ANC.54 Second, in the battle for black civil rights in the USA, the leadership of the movement shifted from Martin Luther King’s moderates to the radicals who preached ‘by any means necessary’ and it was the great black uprisings in the Northern cities, in tandem with often violent direct action in the South, not the religious progressives and their doctrine of ‘active non-confrontation’ (to morally shame the agents of oppression), that forced the US state to implement seriously, enforce and build on the limited social reforms introduced in the late 1950s.55

Because Nelson focuses on the abstract form of religious sensibility (reading-off liberatory human agency from this basis), rather than on the human and social interests which give content to social struggles and their religious expression, he is also led into a superficial and extraordinarily naïve analysis of the role of organized religion in communist Poland and Northern Ireland. In fact, the Catholic hierarchy in Northern Ireland has always sought to ‘balance between the need to speak for its own people and the need to maintain a business-like relationship with governments whom its own people regarded as hostile’.56 And, of course, the same was true of the Catholic Church in communist Poland. The overriding consideration informing its politics in both cases was preservation of its institutional interests. In Northern Ireland, this has often involved cementing sectarian divisions as the means of bolstering the solidarity of the Catholic community and ensuring the moral authority of the Church over its ‘own side’.57 In communist Poland, this meant co-operating with the regime to contain social unrest in exchange for certain privileges, including the right to teach religion in state schools and in the armed forces.58 In the latter case, it was not until the dynamic of mass protest and struggle became impossible to contain that the Catholic hierarchy, under enormous pressure from popular opinion, including radical priests, ‘got off the fence’ and fell in with the opposition, in order to preserve its power and influence in the post-communist set-up.

This does not mean that progressive social movements have not legitimated their struggles with religious symbols and sensibilities, particularly in premodern cultures. In fact, I have asserted otherwise. Nonetheless, the real driving force of these struggles has always been political, the necessity of the propertyless exploited and oppressed to resist the structurally determined frustration of their human and cultural needs at the hands of entrenched elites, of which religious imagery is merely the fantastic expression. Such ‘heretical’ movements (e.g. the communistic elements of early Christianity, the radical ancient and medieval Christian sects, contemporary Islamic Fundamentalism, etc.) have always sought to recover the ‘true’ meaning of God and religion from the established religious hierarchies, which have (from their point of view) sullied it.59 But the ‘lost truths’ to be regained are precisely absented earthly utopias, and the task is to regain these by means of secular struggles against secular and religious authorities. Such movements have normally endured the most ferocious repression from the forces of the theistic status quo.

Even where they successfully usurp this authority, placing a new theistic elite in place of the old, they have always accommodated themselves to the dominant form of property and class relations.60 There are two main reasons for this. First, it is because religion is always an expression of the lived experience of social being, and is thus always moulded to fit the vested social interests of the individual believer (though in a necessarily ideological way). Second, it is because the essence of religion (though not of all religious individuals) is precisely conformity to doctrine on the basis of faith, revelation and authority, which is hardly conducive to the rational appraisal of interests. This renders possible the manipulation of popular forces to service the vested interests of powerful elites.

My claim is that theism and religionism, even at their most radical, are incapable of sustaining a liberatory or emancipatory social theory, politics or ethics. There are three main reasons for this. First, they are based on intellectual error, and intellectual error is an obstacle to human emancipation. The essence of religion is a belief in divinity (God and often the immortal soul), which often (as in the case of Bhaskar’s TDCR) adds up to a thoroughgoing idealization and spiritualization of reality. Consequently, religiosity provides ‘other-worldly’ diversions from the material struggles necessary to bring about a better secular world, since theism in all its forms allows that one can be good and spiritual through the power of prayer and ‘good deeds’ in one’s private life. Moreover, the religious spiritualization of being (i.e. the false view that the world is God’s creation and is therefore at root goodness), which we see for example in Bhaskar’s TDCR, can lead to the accommodation of politics and ethics to actually existing reality. Of course, this is not to deny that religiosity necessarily has a worldly aspect. Since theism is concerned with the moral rights and wrongs of human conduct, it could not be otherwise. However, in all of the world religions, there is considerable tension, indeed there are fundamental antinomies, between the ‘worldly’ and ‘other-worldly’ elements.

This brings me on to the second point. My argument is that theism is necessarily politically and ethically ambivalent (and this is true of all the world religions), so that it cannot straightforwardly or consistently support a left-wing politics or ethics. The plasticity of religion is such that it can support both progressive and retrogressive positions. Moreover, even at its humanitarian best, religiosity places determinate limits on the eudaimonic project, since it obscures or mystifies what human emancipation consists of, the conditions that make it possible, and thus provides inconsistent and often self-negating guidance for the kinds of secular practices that are needed to achieve it. This cannot be reduced to ‘right’ versus ‘wrong’ interpretations of the faith, but is intrinsic to theist discourse. That is why modern Catholicism, for example, is not only home to liberation theology and left-wing CR scholars (such as Porpora and Margaret Archer), but also to the worst kind of moral and political conservatism and the reactionaries who spout it. This includes, for example, the right-wing cabal that actually control the Vatican (Ratzinger and company), the likes of Tory MP Ann Widdecombe (who abandoned the Anglican Church because she preferred a faith that denied women access to the priesthood) and millions of others who share this kind of ‘religious sensibility’.

Finally, following on from this point, there is a real tendency for religious institutions to accommodate themselves to the status quo over historical time. This process, which will be explored in the analysis that follows, is the social basis of the moral and political ambivalence integral to theist discourse. Religions often start off (to some extent) as expressions of real human concerns and interests, and occasionally specifically those of the oppressed and downtrodden. But they end up either as ideological supports of dominant power structures, or as posing little threat to them. This has been notably true of Christianity, for example. A brief analysis of its socio-historical origins and development should make this clear.

Christianity: social roots and development

Frederick Engels famously argued that ‘Christianity was originally a movement of oppressed people’, appearing ‘first as the religion of slaves and emancipated slaves, of poor people deprived of all rights, of people subjugated or dispersed by Rome’.61 Later, Karl Kautsky argued that early Christianity was the religion of the ancient Jewish proletariat.62 Kautsky’s thesis was supported by Ernst Troeltsch, who further suggested that Christianity was consolidated in the first century AD, as the fastest-growing religion of the ancient proletariat within the towns and cities of the Roman Empire.63 Kautsky also argued, not without some empirical support, that the first Christians were the ideologues of a kind of primitive ‘communism of housekeeping’,64 which appealed largely to the landless Jewish poor, often reduced to begging or banditry.

However, more recent research suggests a more complex picture. The social roots of Christianity lie in Roman-occupied Palestine. Here, it emerged as an ideological articulation of the grievances of various subordinate social layers against the Jewish secular and religious elites and the Roman imperial authorities with which they collaborated in order to preserve their privileges and power. These subordinate social classes were squeezed by the extortionate tax and rent charges levied by the Roman occupiers and local landowners and religious authorities (the Sadducees), which meant that poverty was endemic, especially outside Jerusalem and other towns in Judea, Samaria and Galilee.65 Christianity was later consolidated as the religion of the subordinate urban dwellers of the Roman Empire, but its social base was far more diverse than is suggested by Kautsky and Engels. This included the unemployed, wage-workers, petty artisans, and small shopkeepers and traders.

From the beginning as well Christianity sought actively to court the prosperous as well as the poor. St Paul, one of the chief founders of Christianity, ‘knew the majority of his converts came from among the poor’. Nonetheless he ‘personally baptized only people from the higher strata’.66 Early Christianity did enjoy the patronage of a handful of well-to-do individuals. St Paul himself was sponsored by ‘40 persons … of substance, members of a cultivated elite’.67 From the second century, Christianity was undoubtedly beginning to recruit consistently from the ranks of the superordinate classes, though its mass base remained the ‘middling sort’ and the lower orders.68 Later, Christianity ‘even attracted some people of real power … who felt discriminated against by the senatorial elite’.69

The ideological sources of Christianity were not simply the communistic ethics of the Essenes (a radical sect that rejected private property, the market and slavery, and that recommended that converts withdraw from ungodly society into monastic communes in the desert). Also included were rather more orthodox hierarchy- and property-friendly ideas derived from the Pharisees (a religious school that rejected collaboration with the Romans, and that affirmed both reincarnation and eternal damnation for sinners) and the Zealots (revolutionary agitators who fermented and organized uprisings against the Romans and their Jewish collaborators).70 But, even from the beginning, certain currents of Christianity attempted to represent themselves as quite independent of the political radicalism of the Zealots and the radical communalism of the Essenes, as posing no threat to the Roman state. This is made clear enough in Luke’s Gospel, which sought to


convince Rome that the church … ought to be granted legal status as a legitimate religion. … [H]ence the family of Jesus is portrayed as law-abiding peasants from the Galilee … The adult Jesus responds to news about Pontius Pilate’s latest atrocity, not by calling for revenge as Romans might expect from natives of troublesome Galilee, but by calling instead for repentance on the part of fellow Jews … Pilate himself finds Jesus innocent of any crime … This positive portrayal of Romans has the welcome side effect of distancing the church from those Jews who had rebelled against Rome … Luke’s Jesus is the healing saviour who brings reconciliation, forgiveness, wholeness and peace.71



Thus, early Christianity did not constitute a unitary or internally coherent ideology. Partly this was because Christianity probably did not (unlike Islam) have a singular founding father, who might have formulated a worked-out set of doctrines.

Now, theologians and biblical scholars have seemingly few doubts regarding the real flesh-and-blood status of Jesus of Nazareth. It has become a laudable aspiration of certain biblical scholars to, in the words of Geza Vermes, recover the ‘real’ Jesus as Jew, the authentic ‘historical’ Hebrew Jesus, who has been ‘so distorted by Christian and Jewish myth alike’. Such a ‘historical’ Jesus, suggests Vermes, would then be revealed as ‘neither the Christ of the church, nor the apostate and bogeyman of Jewish popular tradition’.72 The same confidence in the ‘historical Jesus’ is displayed by religious-minded CR scholars, such as Margaret Archer, for whom his historical status ‘cannot be denied’,73 and Doug Porpora, who goes so far as to assert that, although ‘some would question even Jesus’s historical existence, that is no more warranted than questioning the historical existence of Socrates’.74

Porpora’s and Archer’s confidence is misplaced, for many secular biblical scholars and historians of the ancient world have found Jesus to be ‘history’s most famous missing person’. This is because they have discovered not ‘a scrap of historically reliable evidence which is contemporary with his life’,75 although they have uncovered evidence of a number of other bandit messiahs, some of whom went by the name of Jesus, which was a popular name in ancient Palestine.76 Porpora’s remarkable conclusion is based in part on the fact that ‘both Jesus and his brother James are mentioned by the roughly contemporaneous Jewish historian, Flavius Josephus’.77 However, as John Rose rightly observes, this ‘enlightened proposal to distinguish the life of Jesus from those who wrote about him after his death’, is unsustainable, because it is insufficiently evidence-based.78 The only detailed history of ancient Palestine covering the period of rebellion against Roman rule, written by Josephus, in fact makes no mention of this particular messiah. Instead, contrary to Porpora, the sole mention of Jesus of Nazareth that occurs in Josephus’ manuscript is a forgery added later by a Christian monk who, apparently convinced that the author had mistakenly omitted to mention him, thoughtfully decided to correct the oversight.79

This means that all of the substantive descriptions of Jesus’ life and works, upon which Porpora and the biblical scholars rely, are provided by the Gospel writers. This poses a real problem, because none of the Gospel writers actually encountered Jesus first-hand. Rather,


… the Gospel of Mark is the earliest extant Gospel and comes from around the year 70. About twenty-five years later Matthew and Luke made independent use of both the Gospel of Mark and a discourse source (= Q) which might be as old as Mark. In addition, each has used his own special traditions. The Gospel of John in its present form comes from the beginning of the second century and presupposes not only the Gospel of Mark but also the Gospel of Luke. At the same time it has incorporated special traditions.80



This problem of establishing the historical authenticity (of Jesus) is compounded by the fact that each of the Gospels present us with a rather ‘different’ Jesus to the one described by the others. Here are some examples. Luke’s Gospel, as noted beforehand, represents Jesus as a law-abiding subject of Rome who, faced with the privations and humiliations of imperial rule, urged Jews to ‘repent’, not rebel, as the appropriate response of the virtuous, and who is consequently found by Pontius Pilate to be innocent of all crimes.81 On the other hand, Mark’s Gospel presents us with the idea that the ‘essence’ or ‘truth’ of Jesus is to be gleaned ‘from his suffering and death’ on the cross. Mathew’s Gospel, by contrast with the others, lays special emphasis on Jesus as embodying the special cultural and religious traditions of the Jewish people, since Jesus here urges obedience to Hebrew customs, including dietary laws and the Sabbath.82

For these reasons, then, the historical reality of Jesus of Nazareth, unlike Mohammad ibn Abdullah (the founder of Islam), who was undoubtedly a real historical figure, is highly disputable. In any case, if there was a real historical Jesus, this is unlikely to be the one presented in the New Testament. Biblical scholars have developed relatively sophisticated analytical tools (borrowed from academic historians) for distinguishing the ‘authentic’ from the ‘inauthentic’ teachings and stories attributed to Jesus in the New Testament. Or, rather, of ascertaining which of these are more likely to be authentic or inauthentic, if there was a real historical Jesus as sole original source of the later Christian tradition, rather than some kind of original faith community or communities, from which is derived the oral traditions that eventually became written down as the Christian Gospels.

As Gerd Lüdemann points out, acceptable (if far from watertight) criteria of authenticity (whether of the sayings and actions of an original Jesus or of the beliefs and values of the earliest ascertainable source community for Christianity), endorsed by most biblical scholars and historians of religion, include the following: (1) criterion of offensiveness; (2) criterion of difference; (3) criterion of growth; (4) criterion of rarity; and (5) criterion of coherence. These are, of course, a very long way from being incontrovertible criteria of what Jesus ‘really said’ or ‘really did’. The biggest problem is that they presuppose rather than prove the ‘historical’ reality of Jesus, since at best they establish rational grounds for establishing which elements of the New Testament are most likely to be derived from some kind of ‘original’ or ‘founder’, or at least earliest traceable, source community or communities (such as the ‘Q’ community, if there was one). This is then assumed without further ado to be equivalent to uncovering the sayings and doings of the actual flesh-and-blood Jesus.83 A further problem with this methodology of criteria of authenticity is that, even if we assume the reality of the ‘historical’ Jesus, as Lüdemann does, which we should not, even here, ‘in the most favourable instance we can only reach a high degree of approximation of the sayings of Jesus and not their absolutely final form. We come across the bedrock, the immediate proximity, but not the sayings of Jesus himself.’84

On the criterion of offensiveness, those sayings and actions of Jesus (or earliest traceable faith community) that later Christians would have found offensive (such as his decision to be baptized by John, his parables which feature immoral heroes — such as murderers and thieves, and his social dealings with immoral persons — such as tax collectors and prostitutes) are most likely to be authentic. On the criterion of difference, those actions and sayings of Jesus (or earliest traceable faith community) that cannot be attributed to the post-Easter Christian communities are most likely to be authentic. On the criterion of growth, those actions and sayings of Jesus (or earliest traceable faith community) that have received deeper and more extensive coverage by later tradition (such as the radical ethics of the Sermon on the Mount) are most likely to be authentic. On the criterion of rarity, those actions and sayings of Jesus (or earliest traceable faith community) ‘which have only a few parallels (if any) in the Jewish sphere’ are most likely to be authentic (such as his prohibition of oaths and his absolute prohibition against judging). Finally, on the criterion of coherence, those actions and sayings of Jesus that can be ‘fitted seamlessly into assured Jesus material’ (on the above criteria) are most likely to be authentic.85

Those sayings and actions attributed to Jesus (or earliest traceable faith community) are most likely to be authentic if they fit into these criteria. Conversely, they are almost certainly inauthentic if they do not, or if they meet three specific criteria of inauthenticity, namely:


First, those sayings and actions … in which the exalted Lord speaks and acts or is presupposed as the one who speaks and acts. For Jesus himself no longer spoke and acted after his death. But we cannot exclude the possibility that words or actions of the historical Jesus have been attributed to the ‘Risen Christ’ — for the early Christians the historical Jesus and the Christ of faith were identical — each time we must check whether particular sayings of the exalted Christ are not perhaps based on a saying of the earthly Jesus. Secondly, those acts … which presuppose that natural laws are broken. Here the fact that people in the time of Jesus did not think in scientific categories is irrelevant. Thirdly, … all the sayings of Jesus if they give answers to community situations in a later time. Fourthly, those sayings and actions … which presuppose a Gentile (and not a Jewish) audience. For it is certain that Jesus was active exclusively in the Jewish sphere.86



Based on this method of analysis, Lüdemann’s startling conclusion is that the overwhelming bulk of material describing Jesus’ life, teaching and actions in the New Testament is almost certainly inauthentic — a ‘wealth of inventions’. These ‘inventions’ inundate all of the canonical Gospels, from the earlier to the later. Included amongst the inauthentic material are all the sayings and parables in which Jesus: (1) condemns Israel and its religious leaders or castigates the Jews for their sins and non-belief in Christ;87 (2) outlines new ‘Christian’ rules for piety;88 (3) prophesies his own suffering and death on the cross, his own denial by Peter, his betrayal by Judas, and his resurrection as Christ;89 (4) ‘founds’ a new Christian church;90 and (5) appears to his disciples as the ‘Risen Christ’, declares his divine status, and commands his disciples to spread the Word to non-Jews.91 Also included amongst all the inauthentic material are those actions attributed to Jesus in which he (1) institutes the Eucharist92 and (2) performs nature miracles (calming storms, walking on water, causing vines to wither, feeding thousands of people with a handful of loaves and fishes, and raising the dead).93

This web of falsehoods is not, as Lüdemann points out, innocent. Rather, the fabrications were intended to perform particular political and ideological functions, all of which were centred on the survival and growth needs of the nascent Christian church. The miracle stories, which express the typical form of such myths in other religions and in the Old Testament, were necessary in order to establish the divine credentials of Jesus Christ, in the absence of which the existence of a distinctive Christian church would have been impossible and superfluous. The sayings and actions attributed to Jesus, where he prophesies his own death and resurrection, where he rises from the dead, declares his divine status, founds the new faith and instructs the faithful to reach out for converts outside the Jewish community, were obviously necessary for the same reason, and to prevent the utter demoralization of followers in the aftermath of the catastrophe of Jesus’ crucifixion, which undermined their faith in the imminence of the arrival of the messianic kingdom of God.94

The attribution of anti-Jewish sayings to Jesus by the Gospel writers also originated in the struggle of the early Christians to found their new church, which necessarily meant sharply differentiating the new faith community from its parent, Judaism, in the battle for converts. The fostering of anti-Jewish sentiments was also made necessary in order to give shape to the coherence of the new Christian faith, because Jesus had after his death become exalted by his followers as divine, Son of God, ruler of heaven and earth, so that those who denied his status (the Jews and their religious leaders) as the Risen Christ were ‘sons of devils’.95 Other falsehoods express the political and ideological struggles of rival Christian sects or parties or faith communities, each of which required a different Jesus to legitimize their own stance on issues of law, ethics, and religious doctrine.96 What is left over, in the New Testament, after careful analysis, for which a case can be made for possible authenticity, is, as Lüdemann points out, far too thin to construct a reliable guide to the life and teachings and works and beliefs of this ‘historical’ Jesus, if there was such a character.97

If there was a ‘real’ Jesus, rather than just a shadowy original faith community, what survives of his ethical teaching? First, there is the radical injunction to ‘turn the other cheek’, to ‘love thy enemy’, which is a radicali-zation of the Old Testament commandment to ‘love thy neighbour’, which is also endorsed by Jesus.98 Second, there is the absolute prohibition on judging and oaths.99 Finally, there is Jesus’ refusal to condemn the sinner (hence his parables that feature morally dubious characters who possess nonetheless admirable qualities or who act in commendable ways),100 together with his sanctification of the poor and downtrodden, which was taken from the Old Testament prophets: ‘Blessed are the poor, for yours is the kingdom of God. Blessed are those who hunger now, for you shall be satisfied. Blessed are you who weep now, for you shall laugh.’101

As for his actions and beliefs, what emerges is a Jesus who did not claim to be divine, but who rather saw himself as a prophet and servant of God. This is why, presumably, Jesus permitted his own baptism by John, which was explicit recognition of his sinfulness.102 Nor did this ‘authentic’ Jesus acquiesce to his death on the cross, or rise from the dead. This Jesus expected the arrival of the kingdom of God in the immediate earthly sense, and believed himself, and was believed by his disciples, to be its catalyst (a prophecy that was destroyed by his own execution).103 This same Jesus appears to have thought, in opposition to the Zealots (who believed that the only legitimate authority was God), that ‘earthly things like taxes are owed to the earthly ruler, and to the heavenly ruler are owed heavenly things’.104 Thus: ‘Render unto Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s.’105

The ‘authentic’ Jesus also claimed for himself, and was attributed by others to have, healing powers (especially the ability to cast out demons),106 and to have frequent dealings with and suffer temptations at the hands of the devil.107 This Jesus, contrary to Matthew’s Gospel, does not appear to have been a stickler for the dietary rules of Judaism or for slavish obedience to the Sabbath commandment.108 Nonetheless, the ‘real’ Jesus was a Jewish messiah, insofar as he was committed not to the liberation of the world, but to the spiritual restoration of Israel, the rescue of the ‘chosen people’, not the gentiles.109 As Lüdemann remarks: ‘If the foundation of that group … [of twelve apostles] really goes back to Jesus … [this] indicates what significance Jesus attached to it: the Twelve symbolize the twelve tribes of Israel and predict their restoration in the near future.’110

None of this is intended to minimize the significance of Jesus’ teachings. Undoubtedly aspects of his ethics were a major step forward at the time. But, the point is, if this Jesus was a real historical person, and we have seen there are good grounds for doubting it, he was a fully human person, warts and all, no more and no less, conditioned in his values and beliefs and actions by the prevailing social and cultural and community situation of his time and place. If he existed, furthermore, then what is known and knowable of his life and teachings is rather scant and insecure. The New Testament contains only fragments of his likely-to-be authentic sayings and actions, which do not form a coherent whole, and these are, as Lüdemann notes, insufficient to build a system of ethics upon. More than illuminating what he really said or did, biblical criticism ‘casts light on the … process of falsifying and overpainting the man Jesus … , which is already at an advanced stage in the New Testament’. As Lüdemann concludes:


The historical judgement must be that the early Christians tailored Jesus to their wishes and interests, and in whatever way seemed to them to be most useful in the fight against deviants and those of other beliefs. Granted, the Christians of that time had practically no sense of historical truth, but that does not alter the fact that objectively they produced ‘sacred lies’. For in antiquity people were well aware of the difference between authenticity and inauthenticity, truth and forgery. Philologists trained in Alexandria would certainly have seen behind the pious deception of the New Testament evangelists. And they would have been dismayed to see the way in which the early Christians turned the charismatic exorcist Jesus into someone who performed quite monstrous miracles; how they transformed the Jew who told parables into a resentful anti-Semite, who just did not want to be understood by ‘those outside’; and how finally they elevated the restless itinerant preacher into the ruler of the world who one day will pass judgement on the dead and the living. Thus over wide areas of the New Testament the overpainting has distorted Jesus to such a degree that it is impossible to recognize him. Only here and there do fragments of his message glimmer through, and only at a few points can we still have an inkling of a shadowy outline of his person.111



As my analysis shows, the original sources of Christianity were based on ‘sacred untruths’, however well intentioned, and were multiple and con-flictual, fertilized by representatives of a range of rival competing religious sects and communities and parties, all vying with each other for hegemony and for influence amongst potential converts. Consequently, Christianity took shape as an often self-contradictory mishmash of ideas and motifs and symbols (including elements of fantasy), which were also synthesized from a range of earlier and contemporaneous religious and cultural traditions. Early Christianity undoubtedly articulated a variety of ideological positions. Moreover, Christianity subsequently took shape in the early centuries of the Common Era by ruthlessly suppressing beliefs and ideas accepted by many Christian followers and groups that did not fit with a particular church-sanctioned orthodoxy.

This orthodoxy was especially peddled by St. Paul — whose ideas ‘played a large part, indeed one of the largest, in forming the theology on which the Christian faith is based’112 — and also by Irenaeous — ‘who was the first to preach the “four-formed gospel” of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John’.113 St Paul’s letters, which frequently are addressed to other Christian communities, were intended to clarify the official church ‘line’ and to urge believers not to deviate from that ‘line’. This was necessary precisely because Christianity was not yet a unified ideological whole.114 For this reason, there is much justice to the claim of one scholar, Sean Martin, that ‘Paul, and not Jesus, was … the founder of Christianity’.115 Yet, as Martin points out, St. Paul is a highly controversial figure in the history of the Christian faith, not least because he quotes Jesus on only one occasion, and because his moral teaching of ‘Christ crucified’ is rather different to Jesus’s teachings in his ‘Sermon on the Mount’.116

As for the ‘four-formed gospel’, this was based in large measure on Irenaeous’s erroneous judgement that these were the oldest historical Gospels, and therefore were likely to be closer to the ‘authentic’ Word of Jesus.117 But the ‘four-formed gospel’ was also preferred for reasons of power politics and symbolic value. The Gospel of Thomas and other ‘Gnostic’ Gospels were deemed heretical, because they represented an alternative to the new Christian orthodoxy of St. Paul that aspired to become hegemonic.118 The symbolic convenience of the ‘four-fold’ gospel was that it represented the global imperial ambitions of the Christian missionary impulse, ‘as there were four winds and four directions on the compass’ to carry the Word of God.119

The point is, of course, that all of this makes it impossible to identify an original pure Christian ‘essence’, a ‘founder’ tradition, the ‘real thing’, the ‘authentic’ faith, the deeper Christian ‘truth’, from which all else is deviation or misrepresentation. There were instead a number of cleavages or fault-lines within the ‘original’ faith (or faiths), different versions of ‘authentic’ Christianity for different groups, orders, sects and communities. As already observed, amongst the first Christians, radical communalism (denunciations of greed and privilege) coexisted with toleration of the God-fearing rich (who shelter and finance Christian proselytizers and support the poor through charitable donations). Equally, monastic and communistic demands that believers withdraw from ungodly society coexisted with the this-worldly strategies of the Zealots to reform or revolutionize society. At the same time, the policy of non-co-operation with Roman imperialism and its local collaborators coexisted with the policy of armed insurrectionary violence directed against both. If there was a ‘real’ Jesus, it is impossible to locate him securely within any particular one of these various competing ideological and community traditions. Indeed, the ‘fictionalized’ or ‘symbolic’ Jesus, transmitted first by oral tradition, and then sketched out and redrawn by the Gospel writers, may well have been originally an artifice assembled from elements drawn from each.120

There were, however, certain constants amongst the flux of ideological diversity. The first Christians did not support the abolition of slavery as did the Essenes. ‘Slaves, obey your human masters … with a sincere heart because of your reverence for the Lord … For Christ is the real master you serve.’121 As St Paul recommended, ‘a slave should stay with his master even if they were brothers in Christ’.122 Aside from some of the monastic sects of the first century, which may have been Christian communities in their own right rather than sources of later Christian communities, the early Christians appeared as well ‘to have no serious qualms in accepting that a Christian may own property, under certain conditions, the most important of which are that he must neither seek it avidly nor acquire it unjustly; that he ought not to possess a superfluity but only a sufficiency; and that what he does have he may use but must not abuse’.123 Yet all strands of the Christian movement were initially alienated from Roman imperialism and its allies. There is even a case for accepting with Kautsky that the earliest Christian teachings were imbued with a strong sense of anti-elitism (excepting the taken-for-granted assumption of the necessity of the institution of slavery).

Kautsky is undoubtedly correct in his observation that the earliest Gospels of the New Testament (e.g. especially of Mark and Luke) express a worldly sense of class hatred of the peasantry and urban masses against both the ‘ungodly’ Jewish elite and the agents of Roman imperialism. In these Gospels we learn that Jesus has come to bring down ‘mighty kings from their thrones’ and elevate the ‘lowly’, to ‘fill the hungry’ and send the rich away ‘with empty hands’.124 We learn that it ‘is easier for the camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God’.125 We learn from Luke’s version of the Sermon on the Mount that ‘blessed are the poor … that hunger’ for their ‘hunger … shall be filled’. The rich, by contrast, are promised only ‘woe’ and ‘hunger’.126 Rewards are promised to the poor and downtrodden that are worldly rather than heavenly, immediate rather than on the final Day of Judgement: ‘I tell you that anyone who leaves home … or fields for me will receive … a hundred times more houses … and fields.’127 Jesus himself is recorded (or rather ‘constructed’ by later commentators) in the style of the Zealots as urging insurrection: ‘Do not think that I come to bring peace to the world. No, I do not come to bring peace, but a sword’;128 ‘I come to set the earth on fire, and how I wish it were already kindled’;129 ‘Whoever does not have a sword must sell his coat and buy one.’130 This particular ‘construction’ of Jesus demands jihad or holy war to correct secular injustices.

It seems plausible to accept with Kautsky that these sorts of passages evidence at the very least, in at least one current of early Christianity, elements of a political critique of the excesses of property and power, and of a political commitment to challenging and correcting them (if necessary by means of violence) on behalf of those with little power or property. How strong or pervasive this original element of Christianity was is impossible to gauge.131 This is because, as I have noted, the Gospels were originally an oral tradition of illiterate proselytizers, and these were not written down until many years after the events that inspired them, by which time they had already been subject to reinterpretations and over-paintings. Mark’s and Luke’s Gospels, which were probably written in the immediate aftermath of the defeat of the great Jewish uprising of AD 66–73, were informed within and by a cultural and religious milieu where class hatred against the Romans and the Sadducees burned brightly, albeit seasoned with a ‘mood of apocalyptic despair’.132 Moreover, once recorded, the Gospels underwent several more editings and revisions.

As Harman notes: ‘The New Testament was compiled in the second and third centuries from earlier writings which expressed the changing beliefs of Christianity as the sect expanded.’133 Eventually, more than 400 years after the ‘death of Christ’, a particular version of the New Testament was decreed the Word of God by the Nicene Council. But, as was the case in the first and second centuries, this entailed rejecting many other writings believed by Christians to have a legitimate claim to divine status, and for reasons that were shaped as much by political issues as by theological ones.134 In the context of the institutionalization of Christianity as an officially tolerated (and later endorsed) religion of the later Roman world, this later edited collection of Christian teachings undoubtedly rendered the Gospels considerably less this-worldly, much less politically engaged, and certainly much less based on the interests and aspirations of the oppressed classes than they were in the original.

As GEM de Ste Croix observes, since Christianity was committed to mass conversion of gentiles, and to extending its reach across the whole Roman world, which depended on it becoming a ‘broad church’ faith, this placed severe limitations on its religious politics. In these circumstances: ‘Unless Christianity was to become involved in a fatal conflict with the all-powerful propertied classes, it had to play down those ideas … which were hostile to the ownership of any large quantity of property; or better still, it could explain them away.’135 Perhaps the most telling example of the shift of emphasis within Christianity from a ‘worldly’ to an ‘other-worldly’ focus was the transformation of Jesus Christ himself, from a fully human messiah (who was ‘Son of God’ only in the sense of being a descendant of the line of Hebrew kings adopted by Jehovah as his offspring) to being a deity in human form.136 As we have seen, the purpose of this ‘worldly’ Jesus was to free the Jews, not non-Jews, from earthly bondage.137 The later Jesus, by contrast, was the abstract classless messiah, who belonged not to the Jews but to the whole of humanity, whose remit was to reconcile rich and poor, master and slave, and who reserved the kingdom of heaven for the meek, chaste, humble and industrious.

This shift is reflected in the greater emphasis in the New Testament on teachings that recommend reconciliation between rich and poor, that promise heavenly rather than earthly rewards, that urge the pacifistic ‘turning of the cheek’ to the oppressor, and that extol the virtues of business enterprise and conformity to the Roman rule of law.138 This is also reflected in Matthew’s more moderate interpretation of the Sermon on the Mount (written around twenty-five years after the Gospel of Mark). In this version, Jesus promises heavenly salvation not to the poor but to the meek and humble (‘poor in spirit’), and he blesses not the hungry but those who ‘hunger after righteousness’.139 As Kautsky wryly observes, ‘all traces of class hatred are washed away with this adroit revisionism’.140

This illustrates the process by which, as religions become institutionalized, they tend to reflect or mirror the class and status hierarchies of the wider society. Early Christianity (which expressed at its radical fringe a primitive form of Jewish communalism and class antagonism to the propertied and imperial elites of Palestine) evolved into the major popular religion of the later Roman Empire from the third century AD. Thus, from this point onwards, Christianity was persecuted only intermittently, and was more-often-than-not tolerated by the emperors, before finally becoming officially sanctioned as the state religion. After this, of course, it transformed itself into the official ruling class ideology of medieval Europe.

The origins of this process are to be found in the Jewish diaspora. This had established large urban Jewish communities throughout the Roman Empire. This brought Judaism into contact with the other subordinate and oppressed peoples of the Roman world. Non-Jews were attracted to Judaism because of its strong communalistic ethic, its monotheism, and its promises to reward or elevate the lowly. Millions were recruited. But what prevented Judaism becoming the universal religion of the urban masses of the empire was its insistence that Jews were the ‘chosen people’, its strict rules on diet and circumcision, its moral injunction that members give regular financial donations to maintain Jerusalem, and its expectation they attend the Holy City whenever possible for the Passover.141

Christianity preserved those elements of Judaism that gave it mass appeal and jettisoned those elements that were an obstacle to mass conversion. The success of Christianity in recruiting a universal base was thus a consequence of three factors. First, its relaxation of Judaism’s strict rules and financial and other obligations (which alienated many potential new recruits). Second, its symbolic eclecticism: Christianity synthesized a wide range of motifs and fables from other popular religious cults throughout the known world (e.g. death and rebirth of a god, the virgin birth, etc.), which ensured its wider appeal to people from a rich variety of ethnic and cultural backgrounds. Finally, its abandonment of Judaism’s radical promise that believers would inherit the earth.142 This was a roadblock to universal conversion because ‘the Jews in the diaspora, everywhere a minority, were in no position to rebel’ against the Roman authorities. That was a political option open to them only where they were a majority in Palestine. Thus, Christianity flourished ‘to the extent that it replaced promises of what would happen in this world with promises of what would happen in the next’:


The ancient city, like many present-day Third World cities, contained a vast mass of small traders, craftspeople, petty clerks and minor officials — a broad layer merging into the lumpenproletariat of beggars, prostitutes and professional thieves at the bottom and higher officials at the top. This whole layer would have felt oppressed to a greater or lesser degree by the empire, but usually would have felt too weak to challenge it openly. Christianity offered a message of redemption, of a new world to be brought from on high, that did not involve such an open challenge. At the same time, it preached that even if its message did lead to individual suffering — martyrdom — this would speed up salvation … Yet by projecting the transformation into the future and into a different, eternal realm, the revolutionary message was diluted sufficiently to appeal to those whose bitterness was combined with a strong fear of real revolution. The trader or workshop owner with a couple of slaves had nothing to fear from a message which preached freedom in the brotherhood of Christ rather than in material terms. The rich merchant could be reassured that the ‘eye of the needle’ was a gate in Jerusalem which a camel might just find itself possible to get through … The Christian message provided a consolation for the poor. It provided a sense of their own worth to those of the better off who were despised for their humble origins. And it provided a way in which the minority of the rich who were revolted by the world around them could discharge their guilt while keeping their wealth.143



The spread of Christianity to every corner of the empire encouraged the centralization of fundraising and the co-ordination of growing numbers of preachers and supporters. Centralization and administrative rationalization meant bureaucratic and hierarchic methods of organization of people and of material resources. Divisions emerged between leaders (‘bishops, presbyters and deacons at the top’)144 and followers, and also within the body of followers (along class and status lines). Apostles and prophets were displaced by professional clerics. And leaders began to acquire a material and ideological stake in the preservation of the power relations they once denounced (both within the religious institution and in wider society).


The power of the bishops increased, and the Bishop of Rome became preeminent over the other bishops. Church property was no longer the common property of the Christian community, but of the priesthood as a closed corporation. It was administered by the church bureaucracy, which became quite separated from the masses it nominally served.145



Popes and bishops and abbots began to see their power and status as dependent on establishing a monopoly on the Word of God. For this reason, and in order to protect the unity of the Church from breakaway ascetic Christian movements, they moved from being administrators elected into office by Christian laypersons to a self-electing oligarchy that alone had the right to legislate on doctrinal matters. One of these ascetic movements, Gnosticism, which could trace its roots to the first century, provided the most powerful spur for the centralized control of doctrine by the papal authorities. The Gnostics challenged the power and status of the early Church elders in two main ways. First, through their radical doctrine that only the mind was pure. This implied that the worldly accumulation of church property was sinful and that Christians should turn their backs on materialism. Second, through their version of the Gospels. These denied literal bodily resurrection (hence questioning Jesus’s status as God) and the necessity of clerical mediation of the relationship of people with God.146 The eventual solution to the kind of challenge posed by the Gnostics was the doctrine of ex cathedra (papal infallibility), designed to safeguard the spiritual property rights of the papacy. This doctrine remains firmly intact, if rarely exercised, in the modern Catholic Church.

The later evolution of Christianity into Roman Catholicism marked its transformation first into the ideological bulwark of the Roman imperial state and then of the feudal social structure. Catholicism hard-wired into its theistic hard-core the idea of the Law of Nature derived from Stoicism.147 This legitimated secular power and inequality by ‘emphasising the God-ordained character of society, with heavenly hierarchies of angels, saints and humans corresponding to earthly hierarchies of kings, lords, abbots, bishops, knights and commoners’.148 As de Ste Croix observes, ingenious theological legitimations of the Graeco-Roman institution of slavery were elaborated, and the ‘yoke of slavery [was] fastened ever more firmly upon Christian slaves as the emphasis on obedience to their masters [became] even more absolute’.149 Thus: ‘[w]hatever the theologian may think of Christianity’s claim to set free the soul of the slave, … the historian cannot deny that it helped to rivet the shackles rather more firmly to his feet.’150 Catholicism now preached to the poor the virtues of abstinence and ‘uncomplaining poverty’, and it inveighed against the ‘impatient poverty’ of those who looked enviously on the wealth and status of the rich. Christian charity was reinterpreted not as an affirmation of community solidarity, but as a means by which the wealthy could purchase forgiveness for their sins. Church property, not simply church doctrine, was deemed as sacred — hence the introduction of new laws against sacrilege alongside those against blasphemy and heresy.151

This ideological stance reflected the fact that the upper stratum of clerics possessed substantial landholdings in their own right. ‘In wealth, power and aptitude for command … abbots, bishops and archbishops … were the equals of the great military barons … Immense fortunes were amassed by monastic communities or prelates.’152 Celibacy for the clergy was introduced in the thirteenth century, not for doctrinal reasons, but in order to preserve the wealth of the Church within its own ranks. Initially the Church bureaucracy was reliant on slave labour: ‘every parish priest had the legal right to have one male and one female slave. Monasteries had great numbers of slaves and Church slaves were held right on into the Middle Ages’.153 But, with the transition from ancient and tributary modes of production to those based on serfdom, revenues were instead extorted from tenant farmers and freeholding peasants in the form of rent (labour services) and tithes. By-and-large the monastic communities and bishoprics were more ruthless than the feudal nobles in exploiting their serfs and peasants, because as a literate stratum they institutionalized more efficient mechanisms of organizing serf labour for their own benefit. Clerical control of land and agriculture constituted a crushing burden on a poor subsistence economy, and was responsible for widespread hardship, even destitution, when the harvests failed. Property was rapidly acquired from indebted peasants and lower-ranking nobles were forced to sell-up. By the close of the Middle Ages, the Catholic Church was ‘the greatest landowner of all, holding, it has been estimated, one third of the land of feudal Europe’.154

The medieval Church even had ambitions to constitute itself as the dominant secular (as well as spiritual) power of Christendom. ‘In the late eleventh century a series of “reforming” popes had aspired to centralise the network of abbeys and bishoprics so as to impose a near-theocratic structure on the whole of Europe.’155 Papal authorities built and broke alliances with European nobles and monarchs to extend the authority of the Roman Church, and financed and sanctioned numerous imperial adventures for booty in the Holy Land against the Muslim emperors (under the guise of returning Jerusalem to Christendom).156 Fully aware that their own privileged position depended on mass incredulity (popular folk beliefs in magic, miracles, witchcraft, mythical beasts, etc.), and on their claim to possess religious authority, the Catholic elite was utterly ruthless in stamping out any new ideas (such as those of the enlightenment radicals) that challenged the ancient dogmas — especially those that hinted at rational non-supernaturalistic explanations of the material world. With the introduction of the fourteenth-century Inquisition, along with the consolidation of Aquinas’s Aristotelian theology (which provided the most sophisticated legitimation of status-hierarchy), medieval Catholic philosophy degenerated into scholasticism proper.157 Feudal Catholicism’s last fling was its desperate rearguard action against the French Revolution, which ushered in modern liberal democracy on the continent.158

Now, this development of Christianity (from mystical expression of the grievances and aspirations of the Jewish oppressed and downtrodden for freedom from class and imperial domination to ideological and institutional prop of the superordinate classes) is far from being a religious aberration. Rather, this pattern has been a feature of the development of other world religions (especially Hinduism and Islam). Today, world religions generally (but especially Catholicism) still command enormous economic resources: the controlling bureaucracies have a large stake not only in private property, but also in finance capital and business enterprise. The long-drawn transition from feudalism to capitalism, for example, saw the Catholic Church embrace ‘the sales of ecclesiastical offices, of pardons for sin, and of supposed saints’ relics’ as an additional revenue source.159 This was later replaced by the positive embrace of stockholdings in various forms of commerce and commodity production.

All of this has culminated in a situation where theistic elites today have much to lose by energetically opposing capitalism. Today, the world religions also command the allegiance of billions of people worldwide, from all social stations. This means that institutionally they are basically ‘broad churches’. Therefore, they have to be ideologically supple enough to provide a home for people with different and often quite contradictory social interests and political values. Large-scale religious institutions are not even unequivocally reformist organizations, since membership of secular reformist organizations (such as social-democratic political parties) requires a minimal commitment to the idea that social relations are unjust and should be reformed, plus the belief that the goal of the organization is to campaign for social justice. The great world religions are not ideologically committed even to these minimal social-democratic goals.

Individual members of the religious organization will believe this is the correct role of the Church. But, equally, other members of religious institutions will not (e.g. on the grounds, recommended by former Pope John Paul II, that the role of religion is to address the spiritual rather than the secular needs of people). Meanwhile, other members of religious organizations (overwhelmingly those in positions of power and authority) will use their institutional and ideological capacities as an instrument for the enforcement of oppressive and retrogressive moral and political agendas (such as Catholicism’s ‘infallible doctrines’, its opposition to contraception, its cult of motherhood, its insistence on the sinfulness of homosexuality, its prohibition on IVF, and so on).

This means that religious institutions are even less well equipped than reformist political organizations to bring about real progressive social change. In reformist political organizations, at least radicals occasionally assume positions of power and authority. This happens much less in religious institutions. Here, bureaucratic selective mechanisms generally prevent liberals and radicals occupying the top positions. And once conservatives control the levers of administrative power, they control selection and recruitment into the upper echelons of the religious organization, creating a self-perpetuating oligarchy.

Again, the historical evolution of the Roman Catholic Church since World War II provides a telling example of this dynamic. In the 1960s and 1970s, in order to arrest falling mass congregations and stem the decline of priests enlisting in the clergy, attempts were made to modernize the Church bureaucracy. Most of these reforms were cosmetic and presentational. For example, they included suspending the requirement that church services be conducted in Latin, permitting nuns to wear lay clothes and allowing the consumption of meat on Fridays. But there was also a measure of administrative, even political, devolution, and some toleration of pluralism, albeit half-hearted. ‘Nevertheless the power of the conservative bureaucracy of the papal Curia was left basically unimpaired.’160

Since the 1980s, however, these limited liberalizing and decentralizing trends have been thrown into sharp reverse. The papacy of John Paul II was characterized by the concerted attempt to draw the oligarchic tendency within the Church to its logical terminus, to complete the process envisaged by the feudal popes, and to use this process to draw a line under liberalization and modernization, and stamp out all vestiges of pluralism within the Church. Thus, right up to his death, John Paul II used the institutional capacities of his office to establish fuller Vatican control over the dispersed organs of the Church (including the formerly independent Carmelite order of convents),161 and to concentrate control of doctrine in fewer and fewer hands at the summit of the Church hierarchy. This was achieved under the auspices of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, which granted the Pope the authority to formulate doctrines without consultation with the bishops and other Church authorities.162

This shift has been accompanied with tighter Vatican regulation of the ideological content of the Catholic press, its imposition of conservative clerical appointees against the will of local congregations,163 and its suppression of internal debate on contraception and the ordination of women. The latter objective was greatly assisted by then-cardinal Ratzinger’s imperialistic Instruction On the Ecclesial Vocation of the Theologian, which orders clergy not to publicly challenge papal instructions — including the instruction contained in the Instruction.164 John Paul II even went so far as to declare in his Ordinatio Sacerdotalis that the prohibition on women entering the clergy was not a mere matter of Vatican policy, but was absolutely fundamental to Catholic doctrine, and was therefore unchallengeable. When liberal clergy and laity questioned the papal declaration on the grounds the Pope had not been speaking infallibly, the Vatican Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith stepped in with the ruling that the Pope’s declaration was in fact an infallible doctrine. Debate was impermissible, including on the issue of whether the Pope’s declaration was or was not fallible. Thus, as the then-cardinal Ratzin-ger, John Paul II’s right-hand man, repeatedly stressed, to argue for the ordination of women was to stand outside the Church.165 ‘Unity’ was thus achieved by outlawing dissent.

These moves have also virtually extinguished the influence of the liberation theologians of Latin America, already substantially undermined by systematic restrictions on movement and freedom of speech imposed by the Vatican authorities since the 1980s.166 Other radical or liberal theologians (such as Hans Kung and Edward Schillebeeckx) have either been banned from teaching as Catholic theologians or have accepted papal restrictions on what or how they can teach.167 With the effective stifling of liberal and progressive opinion within the clergy, the papacy has enjoyed renewed confidence to persecute those elements within the Church whose charitable and missionary work has embraced those morally disapproved by the Vatican and to close down their activities (such as those who provide Catholic ministries to homosexuals).168

The key point to be distilled from this socio-historical analysis of Christianity is that progress in the religious sphere takes place outside the major church bureaucratic organizations. This occurs as the dynamics of institutio-nalization and accommodation lead to breakaway movements (which emphasize ideologically the progressive aspects and aspirations of the oppressed). But these breakaways are then themselves subject to the same dialectic of institutionalization and accommodation, or are unable to compete successfully with the established religious institutions, or are undermined by persecution and oppression by their more powerful rivals (often with the assistance of secular state authorities). This, for example, was the fate of all the ancient and ‘heretical’ popular Christian sects (Arianism, Monophysitism, Donatism, etc.), which expressed discontent at ‘the corrupting influence of riches in the Church and the luxury of the Bishops’, which upheld ‘the puritan simplicity and austerity of ecclesiastical life’, or which ‘harked back to the apostolic days of the Church when a brotherly communism obtained in some congregations’.169

My analysis of the social origins and subsequent historical trajectory of Christianity thus demonstrates Marx’s argument that religion, although sanctifying dominant class relations, is also in certain circumstances used as a vehicle of resistance to dominant class relations by the oppressed and downtrodden, before ultimately being reincorporated into the service of the status quo (class and property relations). This demonstrates too the veracity of Marx’s argument that the major problem with theism or religionism is not that it cannot motivate emancipatory struggles, but that it cannot deliver the emancipatory goods, or provide a rational guide to eudaimonic secular practices. This same argument can be substantiated by means of sociological analysis of the historical development of other world religions. To illustrate this point, let us consider two more historical examples: Judaism and Islam.


Judaism: social origins and development

Judaism has its historical roots in the semi-nomadic ancestors of the ancient Israelites who lived in tents ‘between the desert and the sown’.170 The Hebrews were members of a tribal society who procured their subsistence by rearing livestock and travelling from place to place in search of fresh pasturage. Although this mode of production precluded the private or collective (i.e. state) ownership of land, it would be quite wrong to see Hebrew society, even at this early stage of its development, as a pre-class society along the lines of ‘primitive communism’.

The pastoralist mode allowed the generation of a surplus over and beyond the reproduction needs of the ‘tribes of Israel’, and there is some evidence that suggests the existence of an asymmetrical distribution of domesticated livestock and other forms of wealth (such as booty seized from neighbouring agriculturalists), with the elders or chiefs (‘big men’) possessing significantly more in the way of these forms of property than the rest. The contradiction between the pastoralist mode of production of the Hebrews and the settled horticultural communities and agricultural societies of their neighbours also meant that Hebrew society became organized to a large degree on a war footing. An important aspect of the ‘social being’ of the Hebrews involved raiding the trade routes and granaries of agriculturalists, seizing a greater or lesser portion of the surplus product of their more advanced neighbours, and even (where circumstances permitted — e.g. during periods where their rivals were undergoing some or other social upheaval or crisis) engaging in wars of pillage against the weaker or more vulnerable of these.

This mode of making a livelihood ensured that the gods and religion of the Hebrews took on a specific social coloration. Originally the gods of these nomads (‘either spirits dwelling in objects of nature or tribal deities’) were fashioned in a human image, even having ‘sons by human women’, but were in the longer run ‘identified either with Jehovah or his angels’. Jehovah’s original dwelling place was not in heaven but in the desert atop Mount Sinai; he was in fact a ‘mountain god’, not the god of heaven or earth or even of ‘the chosen land’ of Palestine.171 Once the Hebrews were capable of constructing their own elementary artifacts of material culture, following the conquest of Canaan and the assimilation of its economy and religion, Jehovah was moved to Mount Zion where he took up residence in Solomon’s temple.172 Prior to this, Jehovah was not a god of agriculture, or the urban dwelling place, but was a nomadic god who, in common with his people, lived in the wilderness, and who manifested himself in the inanimate objects of nature.

Like the warrior chieftains of the tribes of Israel, furthermore, Jehovah was a god of war, retribution and sexual prohibition, a vengeful, acquisitive and puritanical despot. He demanded ‘blood sacrifice’ from his people (the origin of the Jewish dietary law that meat must be salted and watered to be drained of blood), even ‘blood revenge’ from wrongdoers who threatened the cohesion of the clans by acts of murder or even manslaughter (Jehovah’s power was seen as commensurate to the size and social cohesion of the tribe).173 Naturally he also demanded the payment of ‘tribute’ derived from the surplus product plundered from other societies (‘[n]one shall appear before me empty handed’) and the rigid enforcement of stringent taboos upon promiscuous sexual conduct (which might endanger the stable reproduction of the tribe or band within its relatively limited economic means). The god of the Old Testament, in common with the tribal chiefs, took for granted the private ownership of property, the taking of slaves, even the wholesale destruction or depopulation of rival communities.174 The god of the ancient Hebrews was, in short, an alienated expression of the social relations by which his people sustained their material existence.

Following the conquest of Canaan, and the adaptation of the Israelites to a settled agricultural mode of production, Jehovah inevitably underwent a gradual change in character and function. This did not happen because the economic system had functional needs that demanded servicing. Rather, it happened because the economically dominant classes, which now lived off the surpluses generated by the agricultural producers (by means of rent and tributary taxation) and those they exploited, found the old religious beliefs no longer fitted in with their different experiences of reality and the vested interests they found inscribed in this reality. Influenced by the cultural and religious traditions of the conquered Canaanites, the Israelites first supplemented Jehovah (the god of war) with the Baals (patrons of agriculture). But later Jehovah assumed the functions of the Baals as well, eventually becoming worshipped as rainmaker and agricultural benefactor. Instead of dwelling in the wilderness he became the god of the land of Canaan which ‘overflowed with milk and honey’. His political authority (like that of the kings of Israel) extended only within this limited territorial space. And his power increasingly was counterposed to the rival but not illusory gods of other societies ranged against the Israelites (the competition of states elevated into a struggle between gods).175

Following the Babylonian Exile, Jehovah was reinvented once again, this time as the sole deity inhabiting the universe. This was because the assimilation of the Judean priesthood into the Babylonian state class brought the former into contact with the latter’s latent monotheism. All of the Chaldean gods were seen as manifestations of the supreme god Marduk, creator of the universe, because ‘[r]emoved from daily agriculture leisured city dwellers had less need for individual deities inhabiting the earth and perpetrating natural events’.176 The Jews in exile were able ‘to take to monotheism the more readily because, due to the backwardness of their industry … , they had not made images of Jehovah or of the Baals. Where the images of the gods are not fixed in the popular imagination, it is easier to develop the notion of one god.’177 The contradiction between the new ideology that Jehovah was the god of all of humanity and the older concept of Jehovah as a tribal deity overseeing the interests of the Hebrews was overcome by reinventing the ancient Israelites as the ‘chosen people’ who were put on the earth to spread the good news of the one true God to other peoples.178 This meant that the Jews could still regard themselves as ‘privileged’ in Jehovah’s eyes despite the fact he no longer was their own exclusive property.

Alongside these transformations of the God of the Israelites came also the transformation of Hebrew religion and culture generally. The adoption of the Israelites of Canaan’s agrarian forces of production (motivated to increase popular consumption, particularly that of the elite, and to build up the economic strength to support the kind of military power that would prevent other nomadic tribes or rival states from seizing control of their hard-won territory) meant they were inclined to adopt many of the religious festivals and myths of those they had displaced. ‘Among these myths, ultimately derived from Babylonia, is that of the Flood and possibly those of the Garden of Eden and the Tower of Babel.’179 The Israelites also acquired their strict observance of the Sabbath from the Babylonians.

Prior to the Babylonian Exile (and the move towards monotheism), the religious practices and doctrines of the Israelites were also subject to directional guidance to reform themselves from another direction. ‘Palestine was a crossroads: it bordered on the great Egyptian and Babylonian empires, and important trade routes ran through it.’180 It was also sandwiched between a number of additional powerful states (Elam, Phrygia, Assyria, etc.), each of which was vying for control of the region. This meant that the Israelites still required a god of war, though for a different reason than previously (i.e. to ward off the ever-present threat of foreign invasion rather than to legitimize or sanctify wars of plunder). Accordingly, ancient Judaism became forged partly as a kind of defensive religious nationalism, which functioned to unify the peoples of Judea and Samaria against potential or actual foreign foes. The ‘religion of the Israelites serve[d] as a bulwark for them against their enemies, whose gods they hated not as fictions but as helpers of these enemies’.181

Yet this was not a unitary nationalism, for the simple reason that it was undercut by antagonistic class relations and interests. So much so that some of the teachings of the Old Testament evidence an acute concern of the ‘progressive’ or more far-sighted thinkers of superordinate and subordinate classes alike that the growth of great landed estates and a growing burden of state taxation, and the resultant displacement and/or impoverishment of the freeholding peasantry, was eroding the moral and social basis for a unified military resistance to the rival imperialisms that surrounded the two kingdoms from all sides.182

Now the subsequent survival of Judaism as a focus of social identity and communal solidarity among the ancestors of the ancient Israelites (and those converted to Judaism) from the Diaspora to the present day has occurred because of history not in spite of it (as Marx once famously put it). Again, class and economic factors are absolutely indispensable to explaining this phenomenon:


Commerce, and later usury, was a selective process through which Judaism was preserved. Jews of other classes were lost of Judaism. From the uprooted peasants and artisans of Jerusalem came Christianity, which spread to Jewish proletarians in other cities of the Roman Empire. Later, as Christianity changed in nature [making its peace with the wealthy and propertied it had started its life attacking and notoriously with the institution of slavery], Jews of different classes were converted to it or to Islam.183



For the Jewish mercantilists, who first located themselves in the trading centres of the Roman world, and who later adapted themselves to usury in the feudal period (when long distance trade went into sharp decline), Judaism became a cultural resource that bound them together into tight-knit communities. These were fashioned in adversity as defensive bulwarks against an insular feudal world (of direct agricultural production for use not exchange) that was suspicious of and hostile to travellers generally, and especially moneylenders (particularly where these were non-Christian). The Jews of feudal Europe, as Zygmunt Bauman notes, were stigmatized and oppressed on the grounds they opposed Christianity. They were regarded as morally wicked by the Catholic Church because they were knowledgeable of Christianity but wickedly chose to disregard it.184 More importantly, however, the Jews were often regarded suspiciously because they were stuck in the middle of a social conflict between the feudal nobles, on the one side, and the peasantry and common townsfolk, on the other.185 The medieval Jews were not integrated into either the superordinate or subordinate classes of pre-modern societies. Rather, they were a ‘middling sort’, who performed certain functions — money-lending and rent-collecting — on behalf of the rulers. They also lived within the feudal states under the patronage and protection of the kings and nobles.

These social roles earned the Jews the hostility of the lower orders (subject to a crippling burden of rent exploitation), who regarded them as agents of oppression. So, instead of directing their anger and bitterness at its rightful targets, the nobles (whom the common people rarely interacted with), the poor directed it instead at those who acted as middlemen on their behalf. But, at the same time, the Jews were also seen as socially inferior by the nobles — as members of a lower caste group, as commoners. In pre-modern Europe, then, the Jews were often objects of hostility from rulers and ruled alike — stuck in a kind of limbo between these two groups.186 Such popular enmity to the Jews in feudal society (in large measure reinforced by the growing dependence of both impoverished peasant farmers and aristocratic landowners upon usurers to service their debts) resulted in the periodic outbreak of violence against them and their property. Later, in their social role as minor agents of petty market capitalism at the dawn of modernity (and with the consolidation of capitalism proper), they were scapegoated for all the ills of money-power.187 This reinforced the social solidarity of their communities, and with this the religious ties that bound them together.

But, with ‘the further development of the capitalist sector within feudalism and the growing abundance of money, the nobility was able to free itself from its dependence on usury’. Now the monarchies and landed classes of one European country after another acted to expel the Jews, in part motivated by fear that ‘as sometimes happened … the killing of Jews and the seizure of their property by the aroused masses would not stop there but would proceed to the lives and property of the nobility and clergy’.188 The old mercantilist communities were broken up, with those Jews who remained in Western Europe being integrated into the bourgeoisie or proletariat as feudalism gave way to capitalism, abandoning Judaism for Protestantism or Catholicism. From this point onwards, Judaism was kept alive only by two contingencies. First, the influx into Western Europe of Jews from the semi-feudal societies of Eastern Europe (where they had retained their position as mercantilists and usurers). Second, by the revival of anti-Semitism (which was stoked up by the more reactionary elements of the European propertied and state elites to deflect popular resentment and anger away from themselves and the social order they represented) in the aftermath of the great economic recessions of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century.189

Now, during the transition from feudalism to capitalism, popular anti-Semitism was transformed into a new form of prejudice and oppression — racism. And this too provided essential conditions for the survival of Judaism. As Bauman has rightly pointed out, anti-Jewish hostility and heterophobia, in the feudal world, was not racism, for racism is not simply fear of and hostility towards strangeness or otherness. Rather, racism is based on an ideology of natural superiority and inferiority between human populations on hereditary grounds. Bauman’s argument is that racism could not have existed in the pre-modern, pre-bourgeois world. This is for the simple reason that traditional feudal-type societies were composed of a host of separate castes or status groups. Each of these castes or estates was socially separated from the others by their own distinct rituals, customs, dress, dialects and social roles. The contacts between these groups were regulated by elaborate codes of conduct that specified how superiors and inferiors should interact with each other. In this kind of world, differences (including relations of superiority and inferiority, of higher or lower rank) were normal and natural. Consequently, they were not seen as something that required any specific explanation or justification. But, at the same time, in this kind of world, human heterophobia, fear of difference and strangeness, was kept in check by the divisions that kept the different subgroups apart from each other, both socially and physically. In short, the elaborate social rules that kept the different status groups of society at arms length, and regulated their dealings with each other, allowed society to be more-or-less integrated. It allowed human beings to live with otherness and strangeness.190

However, with the onset of modern capitalist society, this situation began to unravel. Modernity, says Bauman, is based on the nation-state. But, in a world of nation-states, every member of society is supposed to share a homogeneous national identity. So modern society, according to Bauman, supports the idea of a ‘gardening state’. This is the project of politically engineering a unified nation-state where everyone is a patriot pulling together in the national interest. Now, this modern world of nation and nationality made strangers a far more troubling and disturbing presence in human communities than previously. This is because nationalism is based on the idea that everyone should be treated the same as a citizen of the nation. Because the Jews and other ethnic out-groups took seriously the modern bourgeois idea of citizenship, they left their ghettoes and attempted to blend in with the rest of society. They started wearing the same style of dress, shopping in the same stalls, entering the same professions and workplaces, converting from Judaism to Christianity, interacting with their hosts as equals, and demanding full legal and political rights.

But, of course, this undermined the old caste and status separations and rituals and rules of conduct that allowed different social groups to mark out each other as different and keep each other at arm’s length. And this, Bauman suggests, gave rise to a massive increase in anxiety over otherness. Suddenly, the others were no longer safely cooped up in their own neighbourhoods; they were no longer wearing their difference on their sleeves, but everywhere, they were mixed in amongst the ‘hosts’, making it difficult to distinguish ‘them’ from ‘us’. At the same time, suggests Bauman, the growth of nationalism made it far more likely that we experience those outsiders who did not fully assimilate into the community as intolerable. On the one hand, in a world of national conformity, those who stubbornly stuck to non-national identities (e.g. Judaism) or non-national practices (e.g. speaking Yiddish) became objects of fear and hatred. But, on the other hand, those who tried to assimilate to the nations in which they found themselves (e.g. by abandoning traditional dress and religion) were feared and mistrusted even more, for they were still regarded as strangers, only as strangers who were trying to disguise their real identity as Other.191

So Bauman argues that racism was created as a new way of recreating divisions and barricades between ‘us’ and ‘them’. It was away of rationalizing the attempt to put the Jews and other stigmatized or subordinated groups back in their place in a world where everyone was supposed to have equal citizenship rights in unitary national communities (and where improved transport and communication links made possible mass migration across national borders). Capitalist modernity created a demand for racism because ‘an era that declared achievement to be the only measure of human worth needed a theory of ascription to redeem boundary-drawing and boundary-guarding concerns under new conditions which made boundary-crossing easier than ever before’.192 Bauman’s point is that race is fate, because if you are racially inferior, if you are not really human, then you cannot expect to have equal national or citizenship rights:


In a world that boasts the unprecedented ability to improve human conditions by reorganizing human affairs on a rational basis, racism manifests the conviction that a certain category of human beings cannot be incorporated into the rational order, whatever the effort … [R]acism proclaims that certain blemishes of a certain category of people cannot be removed or rectified — that they remain beyond the boundaries of reforming practices, and cannot be reached.193



Thus racism allowed the Jewish outsiders to be pathologized as a sub-human class who simply could not be assimilated into the national community, no matter how committed the effort. By designating the Jews (and other stigmatized groups) as inherently inferior, or even subhuman, it became possible to legitimate policies or strategies that repaired the barricades (undermined by modern nationhood) that kept ‘them’ apart from ‘us’. Typically, says Bauman, these objectives have been realized by means of three different methods — either social exclusion or segregation (apartheid), or physical expulsion (deportation), or even extermination (as in the Jewish Holocaust).194

Now the significance of anti-Semitism as biological (and later ‘scientific’) racism, from the perspective of the present undertaking, was that, by extinguishing Jewish hopes of assimilation into the European bourgeois order of national citizenships, it encouraged the embattled Jews to shelter behind the barricades of traditional culture and religion. And it was, of course, this new wave of anti-Semitism that accounts for the rise of a particular brand of reactionary Judaism (i.e. Zionism). Originally, Zionism (founded on the conviction that the Jews had been waiting on a messiah for 2,000 years to lead them home to Palestine) was promoted by intellectuals and financed by capitalists ‘who were only too glad to send their unfortunate brothers, the poverty-stricken Jews of the East, to the land of our ancestors, that is, to the other end of the world, where their presence would not minister to European anti-Semitism’.195 Yet, prior to the Jewish Holocaust, Zionism did not command mass support among Western European Jews, nor even majority support among the Jews of eastern Europe, for whom this brand of religious nationalism was seen as meek surrender to the anti-Semitic slogan ‘Jews get out!’196 Indeed, even today its power and influence in Israeli society is out of proportion to its popular support-base.

The subsequent establishment of the state of Israel by the UN in 1947, motivated by the desire of the Allies to resettle the displaced Jews anywhere but within their own borders (and by the USA’s and USSR’s strategic interest in forcing British military power out of the oil-rich middle east),197 is of course what explains the endurance of this modern version of orthodox Judaism since the war. This is not simply because Zionism (with its message of endless war in order to preserve Jews from the forces of eternal anti-Semitism) now functions to legitimize Israeli imperialism — the appropriation and resettlement of former Arab land in Palestine — under the guise of an embattled nationalism.198 In fact, it also has much to do with the fact that Zionism has proven highly conducive to capitalist interests, functioning as an ideological bulwark against trade unionism and the ‘socialist’ kibbutz. It is doubtless these facts that explain why the Orthodox Rabbinate is so tightly integrated into the state structure of modern Israel and exercises an influence over political decision-making and law that is denied to the leaders of Reform Judaism.199

Islam: social origins and development

The genesis and subsequent evolution of Islam also provides a striking demonstration of the manner in which relations of production and class interests are decisive in shaping the content of even those ideological forms that self-consciously strive to emancipate themselves from the ‘worldly’ and embrace the ‘spiritual’. Islam emerged in seventh-century Arabia in specific social and economic circumstances. ‘Agriculture was not possible in Mecca and there had been no development of class relations based on land, as in feudal Europe.’200 Instead, class relations had begun to emerge in the context of a predominantly pastoralist mode of production, based on the private ownership of livestock (by the tribal chiefs) and control of the tradable surplus (by city-based merchants who were often but not always tribal chiefs). The result of this process was a growing contradiction within the predominantly pastoralist mode of production of the nomadic majority and between the pastoralist mode and the rising petty capitalist mode of a growing minority class of wealthy urban-based traders.

As Siegel explains:


A complex relationship existed between the town dwellers and the nomads, who, since pasturage was scarce in the desert, went in groups from one spot to another on camels, which were able to travel great distances without food and water. The swift camels of the warlike Bedouins enabled them to make raids on the trade routes and to exact protection from the town dwellers in the form of what is still in parts of Arabia today wryly referred to as the ‘brotherhood tax’. At the same time townspeople often bought herds, which were privately owned but with collective access to pasturage, to be taken care of by the nomads, who frequently became indebted to the rich merchants. Conversely, Bedouin families which had grown wealthy bought property in the towns, from which some of the chieftains ruled their wandering tribesmen. Theoretically, all members of a tribe were equal, with chieftains elected by the tribe. But by the time of Muhammad, tribal society had begun to disintegrate, with a nomadic nobility having been established and individual clans or subtribes being ranked in accordance with the closeness of their kinship to the nobility within their tribe. Moreover, not all tribes were the same. Small tribes were dependent on larger tribes and acted as buffers between them in inter-tribal conflicts.201



Inevitably these structural contradictions of Arabian society found expression in intensifying social conflict both within and between tribes. The main focus of discontent was the Meccan oligarchy:


While the rich merchants were increasing their personal wealth, they were more and more disregarding their obligations. … The capital which had formed the basis of their earliest trading operations was probably the communal wealth of the group, of which they were only the administrators; but the profits went into their own pockets, and before long there was no communal property left. Those in a socially weak position, notably widows and orphans, were shamelessly treated and oppressed.202



Islam was itself both an ideological expression of this conflict between the old Bedouin way of life and the new mercantile individualism and an attempt to reconcile it. As Phil Marshall explains:


The emergence of private property disrupted social life as Bedouin values based on collective ownership were set aside by a merchant class that had little time for the nomadic emphasis on communalism, solidarity, equality and mutual responsibility. The result was increasing hostility towards the leading merchants among a population that still expected respect for the old values. Among the most alienated were members of the most powerful Meccan tribe, the Quraysh, who did not share in the wealth of the new elite. Muhammad ibn Abdallah was a member of this group, an orphan whose early life was spent among relatives bitter at the conduct of their successful relations. Although Muhammad married a wealthy woman and eventually became a prosperous trader, when he began to preach in AD 610 his main concern was to remedy the injustice of Meccan society.203



Thus Islam was, to a large degree, the product of the tension between a nomadic society still nominally committed to communalism and egalitarian-ism (but which was already disintegrating into a hierarchical pecking order between and within tribes) and the dual role of the tribal chiefs who were both guardians of ‘the brotherhood’ and rich businessmen or private owners of livestock with an independent income (derived not from co-operative pasturage or tribal raids). Muhammad, as both a lesser merchant excluded from the inner circle of the urban elite and a member of one of the most populous yet economically disenfranchised tribes, developed his teachings (later recorded as the Koran) as an attempt to resolve this contradiction between private and public interests in the new class society in which he found himself. This he did by sanctifying private property and commerce by authority of Allah (hence undercutting the Bedouin belief in egalitarianism), on the grounds that the acquisition of wealth through honest endeavour added ‘credit to the soul’, while at the same time attempting to instil in the merchant elite a respect for the need to balance individualist profit-making against communal allegiances, which in practice meant refraining from conspicuous consumption and financing the welfare of the poorest and most disenfranchised members of their tribes.204

This political orientation of Islamic doctrine was hardly surprising. On the one hand, Muhammad the businessman could hardly avoid interpreting the world and its problems through a businessman’s eyes. It is for this reason that the Koran is ‘spontaneously studded with commercial expressions’205 or ‘deeply penetrated by mercantile terms, not merely in illustrative material, but in the formation of some of its main doctrines’:206


The mutual relations between God and man are of a strictly commercial nature:

Allah is the ideal merchant … the pattern of honest dealing. Life is a business, for gain or for loss. He who does a good or evil work (‘earns’ good or evil) receives his pay for it, even in this life. Some debts are forgiven, for Allah is not a hard creditor. The Muslim makes a loan to Allah; pays in advance for paradise; sells his own soul to him, a bargain that prospers. The unbeliever has sold the divine truth for a paltry price, and is bankrupt. … At the resurrection, Allah holds a final reckoning with all men.207



On the other hand, the fact that Muhammad, a ‘moderately successful trader after his marriage to a widow of substance’,208 had been ‘an orphan whose early life was spent among relatives bitter at the conduct of their successful relations’, and that he was a member of one of the most disenfranchised tribes of Mecca, meant that his teachings ‘reflected the preoccupations of a socially conscious businessman’,209 expressing both a partial rejection of communalism and of unscrupulous or arrogant profiteering. What Muhammad stood for was petty capitalism with a human face: frugal money-making and charitable good works (to safeguard clan solidarity) in place of untrammelled greed and economic individualism. This being the case, ‘Allah himself, in accordance with the predilection that humanity has for making God in its own image’, was reinvented by Muhammad as ‘the idealized merchant, just-dealing but also compassionate, not like the mighty mercantile chiefs’.210

Space does not permit a detailed account of the subsequent historical development of Islam. For our purposes it is sufficient to note that alterations in the socio-economic structure of Islamic society brought about corresponding changes in the content of Islamic doctrine, and to provide a sketch of how this occurred. As we have seen, Muhammad’s teachings sought originally to combine the tribal ethics and religion of the Bedouins with a more positive evaluation of private property and mercantilism (a step taken by Christianity several centuries before as it sought to win respectability in the later Roman world). So it was, for instance, that Islam’s adoption from Judaism and Christianity of the concept of ‘heaven’ went along with an interpretation of the afterlife that owed much to the Bedouin celebration of the purely physical pleasures of sex (much to the horror of Christians who ‘prefer sexless angels strumming on harps’).211

I have pointed out that this reflected in part Muhammad’s contradictory positioning within the economic structure as a ‘middling’ trader and member of one of the poorer tribes of Meccan society. However, Muhammad needed to build a popular basis of support among the nomadic tribesmen if he was to stand any chance of challenging the power of the merchant elite, and this meant making concessions to traditional values. Thus, although Muhammad was able to dispose of many of the local idols and fetishes of the Arabs, he found it prudent to maintain others. For example:


Just as the Jews had their fetish in the temple of Jerusalem’s sacred ‘Covenant Box’ that supposedly contained the tablets Moses received from Jehovah, so the followers of Muhammad continued to regard with reverence the sacred Black Stone, probably a meteorite, in the great shrine in Mecca, the Prophet himself kissing it whenever he approached it.212



Yet Muhammad’s goal of reforming Meccan society depended upon his building a unitary mass movement for its realization. And the establishment of such a movement needed a unitary God and a unitary faith to guide it. This required a substantial reform of aspects of the culture of the Bedouins even while other elements were being preserved. So it was that Muhammad embraced monotheism. ‘Muhammad, who knew the monotheism of the Christians and Jews, representatives of civilisations superior to that of the Arab tribes contending against each other, proclaimed to his fellow Arabs that there is but one God — and that this God is Allah.’ But ‘Allah, the one God, the Lord of the universe, had a special connection with the Arabs, as Jehovah had with the Israelites’,213 for he had promised to lead his followers from the wilderness and make them masters of the earth. In this way, Muhammad sought to establish a Muslim Brotherhood, whose restless energy and longstanding desire to appropriate the fertile lands of Mesopotamia was imbued with a this-worldly sense of destiny, which would operate as the vehicle of social change. So it was also that Muhammad modified those elements of Bedouin culture (especially the concept of ‘blood revenge’) that were likely to undermine the social cohesion and common political purpose of his followers:


Vengeance should as much as possible be left to Allah, who would punish transgressions in the next world. Various rules were laid down that cut the amount of feuding among believers. At the same time Islam provided for mutual aid and a solid front against unbelievers. One believer in Allah could not kill another believer to avenge a related unbeliever, and in war believers could not make individual peace with the enemy.214



Hardly surprisingly, Muhammad’s teachings were not originally well received by the Meccan merchants. ‘They were afraid of the effects that his preaching might have on their economic prosperity. In addition they realised more quickly than Muhammad himself that their acceptance of his teaching would introduce a new and formidable kind of political authority into their oligarchic community’215 — namely a centralized Meccan state headed by the Prophet himself where none had existed beforehand. Muhammad was expelled along with his followers, eventually finding his way to Medina, where he cultivated a mass following, before seizing control of the city and using it as a base for military operations against Mecca. Mecca fell to the Muslims soon after in AD 612. And by the time of his death in AD 632 Muhammad had established an empire spanning much of the Middle East (and one which was destined to grow larger than even the Roman Empire at its peak).

The reasons for this astonishing run of victories are not difficult to grasp. First, Islamic doctrine (for reasons discussed above) was a highly effective force for mobilizing mass struggle for common economic and political goals. Unified by a common faith, the Arabs could now finally escape their dependence upon the increasingly arid land of their ancestry (with its dwindling supply of land suitable for grazing). Instead they could utilize their formidable fighting skills to better effect in acquiring the long-coveted territories of their neighbours. Equally importantly, the long-standing empires of Sassanid Persia and Byzantium, which had hitherto held the Arabs in check, were in long-term decline, riddled as they were by corruption and by popular revolt, and were ripe for overthrow.216

For the poverty-stricken agricultural toilers and urban artisans of these old imperial states Islam’s condemnation of the conspicuous wealth and despotic authority of the elite tapped a deep well of accumulated grievances.217 Furthermore, as Asghar Ali Engineer rightly points out:


Islam, in a certain sense, was a social leveller in as much as there were no feudal institutions and concomitant gross inequalities … [T]heoretically at least, Islam did not recognise race or colour as discriminating factors, and accorded equal treatment to all the faithful. When compared with Persian society or those regions ruled by the Roman emperor in the north of Africa, Islamic society was far more egalitarian and hence had a tremendous appeal for the oppressed of other societies.218



Islam could be seen as a liberating force by non-Muslims because it was initially a much less imperialistic religion than Christianity:


Contrary to the view of Islam widely held in Europe and the United States since the 19th century that it is an inherently fanatical religion that is committed to enforced conversion at the point of the sword, there were no religious persecutions or forced conversions during this period. Jews found life much easier under Islamic rule than under Christian rule, for the Muslims had the tolerance of enlightened people who did not particularly care if the benighted remained in their ignorance.219



In return for tax revenues from local leaders of conquered peoples, the new Islamic ‘religious authorities guaranteed … freedom of worship and freedom to engage in economic activity’.220 The ideological appeal of Islam (alongside its toleration towards other faiths) fanned the flames of peasant revolt throughout the Middle East, which had already been nurtured by the radical egalitarianism of the Christian and Zoroastrian sects. Far from being actively resisted by the older Semitic peoples, the Muslims were hailed as liberators. The Islamic army was swelled by converts from newly captured lands, who pushed the frontiers of the empire further and further afield.221

Following the triumph of Muhammad over the Meccan oligarchy, and after the establishment of the Islamic empire, a new pattern of politico-economic relations was established. ‘Initially, the Islamic empire imposed a relatively modest tax burden on conquered territories, it did not occupy or take away peasants’ land and it did not compel them to change their religion.’222 Partly, this was to secure consent and allow popular ferment to die down. But it was also a function of the Bedouin Brotherhood’s dislike for arbitrary authority and desire to establish a just order in Allah’s name. However the relatively benign authority of the Islamic state did not long outlive Muhammad. The Islamic society of the Middle East was gradually consolidated as a ‘tribute paying and trading formation’,223 whose ruling class derived most of its surplus not from internally generated wealth but from ‘outsider sources’.

This was a brilliant urban civilization, a network of great cities linked together and with the outside world by a honeycomb of trade routes radiating outwards into the centre of Africa, into Europe and into the Far East. Though feudal property relations, and to a lesser extent slave labour, now became aspects of economic life (particularly in the fertile regions of Mesopotamia and North Africa), these remained secondary to commercial activity and the extortion of tribute from subordinate nobilities and from their captive peasantries, not least because the ‘scarcity of arable land and inadequacy of rainfall limited peasant cultivation’224 at the centre of the empire. Thus it was primarily the imposition of unequal trade and the taking of booty in military expeditions that funded the remarkable cultural achievements of Islamic society (in mathematics, accountancy, astronomy, navigation, philosophy, art and theology) at its peak from the mid eighth century to the eleventh century.

The reader will be unsurprised to learn that upon the basis of these socio-economic relations Islamic doctrine became modified again: this time as an ideology conducive to or compatible with tributary exploitation and landed property (though the continuing centrality of long distance trade to the economy ensured the preservation of the mercantilist core of the Koran). The demands of maintaining this sprawling structure meant the introduction of conscript armies, the militarization of political administration (in place of the relatively limited repressive apparatus of Muhammad’s own tribal Muslim Brotherhood) and the mobilization of slave labour (especially for public works). This also meant the super-exploitation of the peasantry (who were often subject to local aristocratic power as well as the burden of state taxation), the imposition of arbitrary rule over conquered territories, and the continual drive to extend unequal trade further and further afield. This latter imperial strategy was fundamental to the success of Islamic urban civilization, since this was the only major means of increasing the surplus upon which the urban elite and the cultural trappings of its civilization depended.225

As a result, over the centuries much of the relatively ‘communalistic’ and ‘egalitarian’ aspects of Muhammad’s own teachings (impregnated as these were by pre-Islamic Bedouin morals and attitudes) were discretely ditched by the ulama (religious scholars who were an integral part of the economically dominant class by virtue of their control of mosques, landed property and an often substantial cut of the trading surplus). One of the first casualties was the Bedouin concept of ‘brotherhood’.226 This had survived in a less radical form in Muhammad’s own writings (where it was interpreted not as a rejection of class inequality but as an expression of the obligation of the rich and propertied to devote a portion of their wealth to looking after the poor). The necessity of the imperial authorities to impose Arab elites upon subject non-Arabian populations, together with the fact that military power rested no longer on the nomadic tribesmen but on conscripts and mercenaries from throughout the empire, rendered notions of collective responsibility increasingly remote to the experience and interests of the elite.227

The progressive aspect of early Islam was not lost completely, however. Such is the nature of religion as a ‘cultural resource’ of exploiting and exploited classes alike that


within a few decades of Muhammad’s death Islam had ceased to be the largely undifferentiated ideology, seen as a liberating force. Now there were many Islams: the Islam of the ruling dynasty, that of the local ruling groups and that of the movements and sects which sought freedom from the mass of a population suffering under a new imperial yoke.228



Thus, the subsequent history of the Islamic empire up until its eventual economic and military subordination to the forces of European capitalism in the late eighteenth and ninetheenth century was that of an ongoing (now hidden now open) class struggle between the ruling dynasties and local aristocracies, on the one hand, and the impoverished peasants and poorer townspeople, on the other. In this conflict, the former drew upon the ‘traditional’ authority of the ulama to justify their power and privileges, whereas the latter drew upon the teachings of radical heretical sects (such as the Sufi Brotherhood), which claimed to be restoring from a corrupt aristocratic establishment the ‘true’ or ‘original’ Islam on behalf of the downtrodden.229 From such dynamics emerged the Sufi movement and the splitting up of Islam between the Sunni and Shia movements. Indeed, in some regions of the empire, traditional authorities were sometimes overthrown by Islamic movements oriented on the peasantry and urban poor. On every occasion this happened, however, the new governing power quickly made its peace with the sultan and ruling class and adapted itself to existing structures of exploitation, often turning on those who had projected it into power. Wherever it did so Islamic doctrine was refashioned to fit in with the new situation, which normally meant drawing upon the conservative Islam it had originally deposed.230

The ensuing period of European capitalist domination of the Middle East, and its continuing economic subordination to the forces of global capitalism in the years since the region secured for itself formal political independence, has ensured that religious nationalism in the Muslim world today often takes the form of ‘Islamic Fundamentalism’. This is an ideology and movement that has its social base in the petty bourgeoisie and urban slum-dwellers, and that in large measure defines itself in opposition to Western religion and culture and those local ruling groups that have colluded with the exercise of Western economic domination in the region.231 Forged under the shadow of Western imperialism and its legacy (economic under-development), and appealing to a mythologized past of Islamic greatness, such an ‘opiate’ as this has proven highly attractive to those who interpret social decline as the result of an ‘unholy conspiracy’ between domestic secular and religious elites and the Western powers. So much so in fact that Fundamentalist groups have been regarded as the most dangerous domestic opposition to pro-Western regimes over the past 25 years throughout the Middle East.232

Notwithstanding its support among the urban poor, however, the leadership of the Fundamentalist current has a narrow petty bourgeois outlook, being committed only to reforming the state in the interests of petty capitalism (whilst preserving intact the power of big capital), though its class character is often disguised by its anti-capitalist rhetoric and conscious efforts in opposition to recruit the poor.233 This class content of the movement has been thrown into sharp relief by the performance of Fundamentalism in power. After the 1979 revolution in Iran, the Khomeini regime quickly rounded on the trade unions, the left and the working class generally, imprisoning or executing strike leaders and left dissidents, and establishing a token parliament packed with elements loyal to the regime.234 Meanwhile petty bourgeois elements (mullahs and professionals) have been integrated into the state machine or given other privileges.235

After a brief flirtation with nationalization, moreover, the Iranian regime quickly made its peace with the local bourgeoisie and with Western capital.236 Its opposition to the former was always rhetorical and its opposition to the latter was quickly tamed by the ‘responsibilities of government’ under directional pressure from international capitalism. The same fate of accommodation (to the economically dominant class) and ossification has been the fate of all religious ideologies that have become integrated into the structures of class power. Yet in the post-Cold War era, where America is left as the sole superpower, with ambitions to use its military power to secure global geopolitical domination and hence economic exploitation of regions of the globe formally outside its reach, Islamic Fundamentalism in Iran is under threat. This promises to give a renewed impetus to radical political Islam from below as the vehicle of anti-imperialism, which in turn will be used by the Iranian religious and secular elites to boost their national power-base.

Islam, like Judaism, expresses the contradictions of the social relations in which it arose and developed, in a self-mystifying form. Islam, like Judaism, therefore demonstrates Marx’s point that religious forms cannot provide political guidance to emancipatory projects, since these are self-contradictory constructions of rival class forces, and ones that are legitimated not on the basis of reason, but on the basis of appeals to faith and authority.

Secularist versus spiritualist ethics

My critique of absolute idealism and ‘religious sensibility’ does not mean we should cease to regard Bhaskar (and other maverick theists who are committed to the project of human liberation) as comrades in the struggle for a better world. But to point out the limitations of theism and ontological idealism is also to win new allegiants to the socio-historical-materialist perspective and secular political strategies and struggles for a new world. To reiterate an earlier point, if our political and ethical arguments are compelling, based on our philosophical and social-scientific positions, people from other traditions and perspectives will join with us. If they are convinced by our analysis of the nature of capitalist modernity, and of the necessity to replace it with a society based on solidarity and care, they will join with us, irrespective of the fact they are agnostics or religionists whereas we are atheists or materialists. They will do so because they too experience the effects of the contradictions and pathologies of capitalism, and they too are subject to systematic directional guidance to reflect on why the world is so and not otherwise, and how it could be made better. This is the basis of socialist struggle and co-operation, not abandoning our critical faculties and pretending to be all things to all people.

Of course, it could be objected to my argument that pointing out the morally and politically ambiguous (at best) record of ‘actually existing religion’ has no bearing on the issue of God’s existence, or on the possibility of a genuinely emancipatory religious ethics emerging or flourishing outside the main church authorities. Godism is not necessarily religionism or theism. I am happy to concede this. But, in a sense, such an objection is beside the point. One does not need religion or God to desire and struggle for justice and emancipation. Undoubtedly, this has been historically a potent motivational source of emancipatory struggles, since ‘opiate’ sometimes provides hope in adversity, and may be utilized as a cultural resource for those who engage in such struggles. Nonetheless, religious sensibility is not essential to the motivational basis of liberatory movements. This is part and parcel of our social nature as it confronts the institutional structures of alienated labour, as this has been forged by the unique trajectory of our biological and social evolution. Humans desire freedom and struggle for freedom because they are unfree (by virtue of hierarchically-organized social structures), and because they are the kinds of beings (of a ‘natural’ kind) whose well-being depends on freedom from these unneeded and unwanted socio-cultural constraints.237

All of this reveals the falsity upon which theism is predicated: that there can be no morality or progressive politics without God and religion. Socrates famously asked: ‘Is an action good simply because the gods enjoin it?’ To answer this question in the affirmative is ‘to accept that we humans have no way of working out for ourselves what’s good and what is not’. It is to remove from us autonomy and self-responsibility for our moral codes and political projects. As McCann observes: ‘Once god or “the gods” are allowed in as arbiters, blind obedience becomes the only basis of morality.’238 Doubtless this partly explains the litany of atrocities perpetrated in the name of God throughout history.

For many religiously minded persons, however, we precisely do need God and theism to ground our moral and political commitments. If we are to reject these forms of spiritualist ontology, it is sometimes said, we will need to construct alternatives. This, for example, is Porpora’s view. I will quote him at length:


Although I do not agree with Bhaskar that there is a spiritual dimension to critical realism, I definitely agree that there is a spiritual dimension to life that academics generally — and progressive academics especially — try to evade. The evasion shows up in our moral commitments. The whole world, for example, now at least speaks the language of universal human rights, of rights that inhere in a person whether or not his or her society happens to acknowledge them. If such rights are real and transcend any specific social construction, then from what do they derive? Similarly, those of us on the left typically take the side of the marginalized, the poor and the oppressed. Why? Do we do so as a matter of self-interest or because it is the right thing to do? If at least in part it is the right thing to do, then on what is that moral rightness based? … Thus, if it is not, as the US Declaration of Independence says, ‘our creator who endows us each with certain inalienable rights, then — as long as we continue to invoke them — those universal human rights need to be grounded in some alternate moral ontology. Similarly, if the justice that speaks on behalf of the poor and oppressed is not grounded in the moral ontology of the Biblical prophets, the New Testament, the Pirke Avot, and the Koran, then that justice must be grounded in some other moral ontology yet to be specified. Once we begin the work of providing such an ontology, we inevitably find ourselves on the terrain of the spiritual.239



A similar view is expounded by Andrew Collier, for whom emancipatory social struggles, if they are to avoid collapsing into brutal power politics, must be informed by a spiritualistic ethics. It was the absence of this spiritual dimension, he contends, that explains the degeneration of both the French and Russian revolutions.240

But there are three fundamental problems with this kind of argument. First, it is based on a quite artificial opposition between the politics of universalism and particularism. Human emancipation, it seems, has nothing to do with the pursuit of vested social interests and everything to do with adherence to an abstract classless morality. But workers under capitalism have vested interests in socialism by virtue of their positioning (as exploited producers) within capitalist relations of production. Socialism is possible because the particular interests of workers for emancipation from capitalist and class-based modes of production coincide with the general human interest in universal free-flourishing (which also depends on the abolition of capitalism and class society). Universal emancipation is possible only by virtue of the workers under capitalism acting consistently on their immediate vested interests in socialist revolution and communist reconstruction of social relations on a global scale.

Second, there is the conflation of moral ontology (or the normative dimension of human action and social being) and ‘spiritualism’. The assumption is that to have moral commitments is to be spiritual, but that by no means follows. My argument is that moral ontology can (and should) be based on naturalism and humanism rather than theism. Because of the nature of our species-being (capacities and needs — including our need for fully social being and self-realization), and because of the nature of our connections with the material world (vertical relations of dependence), we can base a moral ontology on two principles. These are: (1) that the free-flourishing of each is the condition for the free-flourishing of all; and (2) that we must strive to treat the natural world as our own organic body (for if we do not our collective well-being pays the cost).

Finally, there is the assumption that moral ontology must rest on religious ethics. This, I contend, is a false and dangerous assumption. Perhaps the fundamental reason why moral ontology should not rest on religious ethics is that these sanctify moral positions as trans-historical absolutes, whereas in reality they are often contextually bound and/or historically or culturally relative. This is clear enough in the case of the Ten Commandments (the central moral rules of Christianity and Judaism). Even these fail, despite their best intentions, to articulate a universal ethics.


God spoke all these words, saying: I am God your Lord, who brought you out of Egypt, from the place of slavery. Do not have any other gods before Me. Do not represent [such] gods by any carved statue or picture of anything in the heaven above, on the earth below, or in the water below the land. Do not bow down to [such gods] or worship them. I am God your Lord, a God who demands exclusive worship. Where My enemies are concerned, I keep in mind the sin of the fathers for [their] descendants, to the third and fourth [generation]. But for those who love Me and keep My commandments, I show love for thousands [of generations]. Do not take the name of God your Lord in vain. God will not allow the one who takes His name in vain to go unpunished. Remember the Sabbath to keep it holy. You can work during the six weekdays and do all your tasks. But the seventh day is a Sabbath to God your Lord. Do not do anything that constitutes work. [This includes] you, your son, your daughter, your slave, your maid, your animal, and the foreigner in your gates. It was during the six weekdays that God made the heaven, the earth, the sea, and all that is in them, but he rested on the seventh day. God therefore blessed the Sabbath day and made it holy. Honor your father and mother. You will then live long on the land that God your Lord is giving you. Do not commit murder. Do not commit adultery. Do not steal. Do not testify as a false witness against your neighbour. Do not be envious of your neighbour’s house. Do not be envious of your neighbour’s wife, his slave, his maid, his ox, his donkey, or anything else that is your neighbour’s.241



Many of these commandments are meaningful only within particular socio-cultural contexts. The tenth commandment prohibiting avarice takes as given the pre-modern social institution of slavery. Furthermore, here wives are regarded as property on a par with donkeys and cattle, which reflects their status in pre-enlightenment cultures. The second commandment prohibiting the worship of rival gods assumes the historically specific religious perspective of polytheism (characteristic of pre-urban cultures). It also assumes the moral virtue of the aristocratic notion of justice as retribution (in this case punishment of the unborn for the sins of their distant ancestors), which reflects a society in which political governance takes the form of sovereign power. The fifth commandment prohibiting theft presupposes (in the biblical context) the social relations and legal forms of private property. As Engels observes: ‘In a society in which the motive for stealing has been done away with, in which therefore at the very most only lunatics would ever steal, how the preacher of morals would be laughed at who tried solemnly to proclaim the eternal truth: Thou shalt not steal’. 242 Of course, the fifth commandment may be reinterpreted as the Marxist ethico-political position that ‘property is theft’ (on the grounds that private ownership of the means of labour is based on the exploitation of the immediate producers), but this egalitarian interpretation evidently is not what God had in mind.

The commandment ‘thou shalt not kill’ (along with the prohibition on theft) is a more universal or englobing moral rule, since the former is functionally indispensable to social order in any cultural context, whereas the latter is indispensable to social order in all class-divided states. But that is why these moral rules are not specifically Christian, indeed predating Judaism, originating in the earliest city-states and agrarian civilizations of Mesopotamia and the Nile delta. In any case, is an act of premeditated killing always ethically unjustifiable? Would it have been wrong, for example, to assassinate the architects of the Jewish Holocaust or the Rwandan genocide in order to prevent or curtail the atrocities they perpetrated? From the perspective of abstract Christian universalism, the answer would have to be affirmative. However, from the perspective of an ethics based on a historically and socially informed humanism, the answer would be far less cut-and-dried. In practice, of course, Christians have throughout history viewed the commandment ‘thou shalt not kill’ as something other than a moral absolute, as something that can be set aside in certain circumstances. If this were not the case, there could not have been the various church-sanctioned (and church-tolerated) inquisitions and executions of ‘heretics’, or crusades against ‘infidels’.

But here lies the deeper problem for an ethics informed by theism or godism — the inherent dogmatism and crude inflexibility of such artifices. Theist ethics are falsely regarded as transcendental absolutes (laid down in advance of history by God’s divine law). They cannot be sullied by contact with merely human interests, as these are mediated by local context or socio-historical circumstances. But, since the relativity of human and socio-cultural being necessitates that moral rules simply cannot work as inflexible transhis-torical absolutes, this has historically allowed religious authorities and elites the space to abrogate their own moral codes, for whatever sectarian or self-serving interests they see fit, simply by appealing to the authority of God. This is not a problem shared by an ethics of ‘right action’ based on naturalistic humanism. As a general rule of thumb, such a naturalistic ethics would provide a far better guide than theism to how general moral rules should be applied or interpreted (or even set aside) in specific circumstances. This is because the underlying moral concern would be consideration of the greater human good, and perhaps the greater good of the planet (upon which human well-being ultimately depends), rather than simply the will of God. In that case, the rights or wrongs of, for example, assassinating Hitler or Himmler in the 1930s could be evaluated from the perspective of universal human interests (informed by socio-historical analysis), not settled with appeal to some inflexible transcendental Law laid down by the creator.

However, Porpora wishes to affirm the contrary, His argument is that, irrespective of the moral unreason of much actually-existing theistic ideology, religious ethics are nonetheless indispensable to a politics of ‘right-action’. Presumably, as a ‘cafeteria Catholic’,243 he wishes to affirm that, despite its retrogressive elements, Catholicism possesses a core of values that express absolute and universal moral truths. The same claim would be made by all religious progressives on behalf of their own faiths or churches. These higher moral truths, it is often said, are so sublime they could only have originated from God.

Such moral absolutes typically include, for example, the Christian injunctions to ‘turn the other cheek’, ‘love thy enemy as thyself’, and ‘treat others as you would have others treat you’. As Christ says: ‘Do not judge others and God will not judge you; do not condemn others, and God will not condemn you; forgive others, and God will forgive you.’244 But even here Christian morality is self-contradictory. For the same Christ who says God ‘is good to the ungrateful and the wicked’, and who enjoins us to be ‘merciful just as your Father is merciful’, also tells us that our ‘enemies, who are now laughing, will weep and wail in hell’.245 So God (and Jesus) who recommends that we follow his example of being non-judgemental and merciful towards our enemies (in return for God being non-judgemental and merciful towards us) contravenes his own moral rule, by promising heavenly rewards for the virtuous ‘who pray for their enemies’, and eternal damnation in hell for the wicked and unforgiving. ‘He that believeth and is baptized shall be saved, but he that believeth not shall be damned.’246

But not only is the pacifistic element of Christian ideology inconsistent with other elements of the faith, its objective ethical value is also questionable. For the injunction to ‘turn the other cheek’, and to ‘love thy enemy as oneself’, is hardly a moral absolute, nor should it be. This may, in certain circumstances, be a recipe for submission and subordination, of acquiescence to injustice and oppression. To this, it might be added that these lofty virtues are socially unrealizable, ideal utopias, since only saints or the clinically insane could possibly live up to them. They are, as Siegel notes, ‘sterile abstractions’,247 because they offer no practical guidance to political or ethical right-action. They are just platitudes that are not and cannot be taken seriously by anyone, not even those who preach them.

Now, in contrast to ‘turn the other cheek’ and ‘love thy enemies’, ‘do unto others’ is (in Christianity) a better normative concept, and a more practical one, since this is an ethic of mutual care and disharm, which does not presume the selfless surrender of ego, and which could support the notion of ‘just action’ against the agents of oppression. However, this ethic is not specifically Christian, since it is to be found in Judaism, and all the other world religions, and in the religious ideologies that preceded these, probably having its origins in the spiritual beliefs of pre-history, when humans lived in pre-class societies based on hunting and gathering and egalitarian food-sharing. Nonetheless, it is hardly the highest conceivable mode of reciprocal altruism, since, in the epoch of ‘civilization’, it is cramped by class relations and class morality. Socialist ethics, by contrast, would insist that ‘doing unto others’ is insensitive to the fact that equal treatment is a form of injustice where the circumstances of people differ.

The moral ambivalence and self-contradictory nature of Christian ethics is manifested in another way. According to Christian moral philosophy, Jesus of Nazareth was the first champion of universal human unity and equality. Christianity thus wishes to present itself as the rightful heir of this noble tradition. The trouble with this is simply that, if there was a real ‘historical’ Jesus, he was no universal messiah committed to saving the whole of humanity as he was later made by the Christian tradition pioneered by St. Paul. On the contrary, the ‘original’ Jesus was not interested in the gentiles (other than as amorphous ungodly out-group Other), or the wider world, at all.248 The point is well argued, with examples from scripture, by John Hartung:


According to the Gospels, Jesus’ declared mission was to reform Judaism, to bring back the spirit of in-group morality that seemed to have given way to sanctimony, observance of rituals, and rigid class distinctions in the face of Roman domination. He stated this repeatedly, even instructing his disciples to avoid out-group members when taking his message to in-group members … Jesus often used the words neighbor and brother without explicitly indicating that he meant fellow Jews whom he sought to unify … Ironically, gentile Christians generally infer themselves to be included by these terms, even though many passages make it clear that they were not … The purpose of re-forming Judaism was stated over and over by Jesus. It was to bring his god’s kingdom to earth — to either be the Messiah himself, or to usher him in … After so many centuries of foreign domination, Jesus wanted to bring his group back together, to forge them into a unit even more cohesive than that formed by Moses, primarily by emphasizing the need for active morality between in-group members, as distinct from the earlier emphasis on passive morality. This active in-group morality extended to nine repetitions of ‘love thy neighbor’, to the Golden Rule (Jesus’ twice-used paraphrase of ‘love thy neighbor’ — ‘Whatever you wish that men would do to you, do so to them’), and even to ‘turning the other cheek’ to fellow Jews who might thereby be persuaded to join the cause (Matthew 5:39). The cause was the plan, or the word, and the word was holy. Jesus was very concerned that the holy plan not become apparent to out-group members, so again he instructed his disciples (Matthew 7:6; RSV): ‘Do not give dogs what is holy; and do not throw your pearls before swine’. In this case ‘dogs’ referred to left-over Canaanites and Samaritans (e.g., Matthew 15:21–28 above) and ‘swine’ referred to people who eat pork — that is, gentiles.249



Of course, this ‘authentic’ Jesus did not explicitly refer to Jews when he spoke of ‘loving thy neighbour’ and ‘turning the other cheek’, because that went without saying; it was presupposed by the cultural and ethnic and religious divisions that separated Jews from non-Jews, and by the fact that his missionary work was limited to the Jewish sphere. Consequently, the same point obviously applies to Jesus’s most radical teaching of ‘love thy enemy’. This too was intended only to apply to Jews. This was not universal unconditional humanitarianism, as it has been represented by Christians.250 Jesus’s concern, or the concern of the religious sect of which he became symbolic, was that internal divisions amongst the Jews (or at least among the lower class or declassed Jews who were the target audience of ‘original’ Christianity) would obstruct the restoration of the twelve tribes of Israel, which he viewed as his earthly mission.

This ‘authentic’ Jesus, though clearly relatively enlightened for his age (and perhaps remarkably enlightened given the cultural and social constraints of what was a particularly brutal age), a significant teacher of morals, thus endorsed views or attitudes that were not particularly progressive by modern enlightenment standards (for example, not simply his ethnocentrism, but also his condemnation as adulterers of men and women who divorce,251 and his demand of followers that they should hate their ‘own father and mother and wife and sisters’,252 giving themselves entirely to his religious community and God — which is the kind of dubious requirement which contemporary religious cults make of their followers). Some of his teachings contradicted certain of the better Old Testament commandments of his own Father (such as his anti-family requirement that contradicts the commandment that one should honour one’s father and mother). One wonders what the abandoned wives and children made of this particular divinely-inspired instruction, or how they survived in a harsh economic climate, where many peasant families scratched out a bare subsistence living from the soil, in the absence of their menfolk. This ‘historical’ Jesus, if there was such a thing, it might be added, was no champion of women’s rights. He did not see fit to number amongst his chosen twelve a woman, and he is reported as addressing his mother as a subordinate — in a frankly rude, dismissive and patronizing manner.253

Nonetheless, irrespective of what the ‘historical’ Jesus may have believed or taught, the idea of a universal brotherhood and sisterhood of humanity, based on mutual love and respect, has since become integral to the formal moral philosophy of Christianity. However, this raises another problem. As Collier notes, a further contradiction of Christian ethics is between its injunction to ‘turn the other cheek’ and ‘love thy enemy’ and its doctrine of ‘negative responsibility’ (the notion that non-intervention in the affairs of the world is to render one culpable for its evils).254 Collier notes a conflict of values between Marxism and Christianity on this issue. ‘The claim that Christianity is essentially non-violence and Marxism essentially violence … is the nearest to a genuine antagonism between the two’, since ‘Christ tells us to return good for evil … [whereas] Marx tells us to resist evil, by violence if necessary’.255

For some Marxists committed to the ‘spiritual turn’, however, the problem does not even exist. According to James Daly, for example, since


Marx does not tell us to return evil for evil, I see no ‘contradiction’ [between Marxism and Christianity], and no problem. I would say that the Plato of the Georgias, Jesus of the Sermon on the Mount (their messages are to my mind identical), and Marx, tell us to return good (which, as Socrates argued, includes punishment for evil), but that none of them say that we must never resist evil, even by force if necessary (the difference between force and violence being the same as that between killing and murder).256



Unfortunately for Daly, however, it just is not possible to attribute a non-pacifistic meaning to the Sermon on the Mount. Jesus is, as we have seen, quite explicit that ‘good’ (in the specific sense of acquiescence and toleration) should be returned for ‘evil’ (oppression and unjust authority). Certainly, the doctrine has been taken seriously by many groups of Christians (such as the Quakers). The conflict of values on the issue of Christian pacifism versus Marxian revolutionary violence identified by Collier is a real one.

The argument of Marxism is that active intervention to reduce human suffering must entail combating oppression and injustice — its structures and agents. And since the agents of oppression and injustice will (as beneficiaries) resist attempts to ameliorate or abolish this state of affairs, by all available means, the resultant conflict between oppressors and oppressed will inevitably involve violence. Similarly, the Christian doctrine of negative responsibility provides a moral justification for the use of violence in order to secure the ultimate Christian goal of peace and reconciliation. However, this is negated by the injunction to acquiesce to earthly torments and the positive rejection of violent means to secure righteous ends. As Collier notes, it ‘is only the fact that the Gospel ethic is also committed to negative responsibility, which is incompatible with pacifism, that shows that one or other of these doctrines must be explained away’.257 Christianity must be self-contradictory so long as it embraces both pacifism and negative responsibility. This, according to Collier, makes it the responsibility of Christians to make their own judgements on how these opposing demands should be accommodated in practice. But the trouble with this is that Christian moral philosophy can provide no consistent rational guidance on which ethical imperative should be prioritized under which circumstances. This ambivalence is politically demobilizing, since it offers ideological support for opposing strategies of spiritual self-enlightenment (worldly versus other-worldly), although in Christian moral philosophy the emphasis has always been placed on the pacifistic element.258

There is, then, a fundamental conflict of ethics between Christianity and Marxism, or between the ‘ethics of revolution and the ethics of the Sermon on the Mount’.259 And, in my view, the ethics of Marxism are superior to those of Christianity, because Marxism is consistent in its recognition that revolutionary violence is indispensable to human emancipation. Yet there are, of course, political and ethical dangers with Marxism’s notion of a ‘just war’ (as Collier correctly diagnoses), such that the means of achieving human and social liberation may subvert the ends. Collier gives the examples of the ‘corruption’ of the architects of the French and Russian revolutions to demonstrate the point:


In periods of overt violence though — periods of revolution and civil war — the corrupting effect of politics on its agents is infinitely worse [than in periods of political normalcy]. Robespierre started off as a really nice guy, and ended up by guillotining his old comrades … The Russian experience was the same. The Bolsheviks were not natural terrorists. On the morrow of the Revolution, they released the arrested members of the old Provisional Government on parole, which of course they broke. Nicholas Berdyaev, a Russian Orthodox Christian, was allowed to set up a Free Academy of Spiritual Culture in Moscow, and to criticise the Bolsheviks in his lectures. Yet within a few years — well before Stalin’s regime — the Bolshevik regime (or the Cheka acting in their name) was sending to Siberia or executing not only members of rival socialist groups but electricians who had blown a fuse and housewives who had bought a cup of sugar from a neighbour. Or consider the change wrought in Trotsky, the advocate of Soviet democracy in 1917 and again in the 1930s against Stalin, but who at the end of the Civil War proposed the militarisation of labour and the govermentalisation of the trade unions.260



As noted earlier, Collier regards the ‘corruption’ of the Russian Revolution as the consequence of the subordination of the project of spiritual liberation to the project of political liberation. The great lacuna in Marxism, Collier claims, is ‘the absence of a spiritual dimension’.261 This is what, he thinks, led the Bolsheviks into error:


It was not that the Revolution was wrong or the Bolsheviks deeply mistaken in their strategy (though of course there were mistakes). The Revolution was a genuine instance of human emancipation — perhaps the greatest in history — yet it deeply corrupted its agents. A spiritual dimension with a commitment to love of one’s neighbours, even one’s enemies, would have made struggle psychologically more difficult, but far more likely to lead to liberation. The problem is that while spiritual liberation gives a motive to struggle for political liberation, political liberation has adverse effects on spiritual liberation: it makes it far easier to hate than to love. Where the two kinds of liberation coexist, there is necessarily a tension between them. But it is all the more important that both be maintained. One should have a deep sense of the value of each person as a child of God and as a brother and sister — even if they have to be faced across the barricades and perhaps killed … Yet if we let go of such a tension and commit ourselves wholeheartedly either to just war or to peace at any price, we condemn ourselves either to become political gangsters or to become politically ineffective.262



On the one hand, this arguably draws our attention to the need to articulate an ethics of revolutionary ‘right-action’, which establishes the grounds of defensible/appropriate violence (how much, of which kind, under what circumstances, and to what purposes). On the other hand, Collier is right that the doctrine of pacifism is unethical, because it is not reality-based: ‘the practice of politics, whether in office or in opposition, is always war (mainly class war) carried on by other means. Non-violent politics is a contradiction in terms.’ Pacifism is not only politically demobilizing of the oppressed, but it translates into the self-contradictory notion of ‘peace studies’ in academia, and the ideology of ‘conflict resolution’ in formal institutional politics (which is really a code for political jockeying whereby the end-result does not deliver justice but simply reflects the respective powers of the players).263

However, one can question the historical accuracy of Collier’s portrayal of the ‘corruption’ of the agents of the Bolshevik Revolution. This is important because it indicates that Collier might be over-stating the moral and political dangers of revolutionary class warfare. If the Russian Revolution ‘deeply corrupted’ its agents, this needs to be demonstrated, rather than asserted as Collier does. I suspect that any such attempt to do so will find itself heavily reliant on right-wing or Cold War historiography, which has itself been subject to sustained and convincing criticism by left-wing historians of the revolution.264 In my view, a good case can be made that Lenin and Trotsky and many of the leading Bolsheviks were not corrupted by the demands and experiences of their revolution.265

So I am unconvinced that the dilemma that Collier poses — spiritual emancipation versus political emancipation — is an essential or necessary one. Of course, there is a danger that projects of political emancipation can lead to the moral and political corruption of their agents. This is for the simple reason that agents are capable of betraying their principles, either under pressure of circumstances, or by virtue of the inconsistencies of theory that inform their political practice. Nonetheless, whether or not this happens is a historical and empirical question, not one settled in advance by virtue of the fact they are secularists or spiritualists. As it happens, it is fair to say that the architects of the French Revolution allowed themselves to be corrupted by the limitations of their own political philosophy, and by the unforeseen material and cultural circumstances of the changes they unleashed. But corruptibility is not an essential element of purely secular movements for social liberation.

This can be demonstrated through a critical examination of Collier’s negative account of the Russian Revolution. His account of the abuses of the Cheka, for example, read rather like Cold War propaganda. In fact, under prohibitively difficult conditions, individual members of the Cheka did sometimes get things wrong, act unjustly, behave oppressively, or in violation of basic human rights. But the organization was, even at the height of the civil war, a long distance from being institutionally unjust or corrupt. Moreover, where individual members of the organization behaved illegally (for example by torturing prisoners or arresting and imprisoning unjustly), this was contrary to the 1924 Corrective Labour Code, and to Cheka and Bolshevik policy. This was also frowned upon by the party leadership, was combated energetically by Lenin and other leading party members, and was punished severely where it came to light.266 The Bolsheviks also introduced specific institutional measures to curtail the brutalization and corruption of Cheka personnel, such as a staff rotation policy to ensure that nobody remained for a long period in the organization and subject to its pressures.267

So the Cheka was not an agent of indiscriminate terrorism, as Collier suggests. There was no systematic mistreatment of prisoners in the penal system as a whole, and nor in the Cheka camps. Prisoners received the same food rations as soldiers and other citizens. Prisoners were even permitted freedom of speech and press. Treatment that might be classed as ‘insulting’ was ‘the exception, not the rule’.268 Even at the height of war communism, where the revolution was fighting for its life against foes who were prepared to go to any means to destroy it, a maximum of 100,000 people were imprisoned (including normal criminals). The Cheka itself had prison camps with a holding capacity of just 24,750 in 1922. And, as soon as the counter-revolutionary crisis began to ease, the Cheka moved to empty the prisons of all inmates other than those guilty of counter-revolutionary crimes, halving the number of prisoners by the close of 1923.269 As soon as the civil war was won, the Bolsheviks abolished the Cheka and replaced it with a new force, the GPU. ‘The Cheka’s extraordinary powers were not transferred to the GPU. It could only deal with political cases, it had no power to sentence and it had no power to execute. Even its powers of search and arrest were more tightly defined than those of modern Britain’s Special Branch.’270

A similar point of critique may be applied to Collier’s account of the ‘corruption’ of Trotsky. Now Trotsky may have been wrong to propose the militarization of labour and state control of the trade unions. I think he was wrong in the latter case, but not obviously so in the former: not in the immediate post-civil war situation. Trotsky here was guilty of substitutionism. The disintegration of the organized working class (due to the economic collapse and civil war) encouraged him to view the methods of military organization and discipline (which had won the civil war) as indispensable to the survival of any form of socialism during the transition from capitalism to communism. Trotsky, in his focus on quickly rebuilding the economic basis of soviet society, and on relieving the huge material privations faced by the Russian people, did not see a problem with subordinating the unions to state control, because the state in question, he reasoned, was a workers’ state, which therefore represented the interests of the workers. Trotsky thus erred by transforming a practical necessity into a moral and political virtue. Lenin, by contrast, opposed the statification of the unions, because he recognized that the workers required protection from a workers’ state subject to bureaucratic distortions and under pressure from hostile social forces. Lenin also viewed labour militarization as a temporary expedient rather than permanent principle of a transitional society en route to socialism and communism.271

Nonetheless, Trotsky had political reasons for these proposals, and these were not all bad. Where they were erroneous, this was explainable in terms of the dire economic and social situation faced by the government after the wars of foreign intervention and war communism. These reasons were not opportunistic or discriminatory or exclusivist. On the contrary, they were (in his judgement) based on inclusivist, emancipatory and liberatory concerns — the preservation of the revolution and avoidance of the threat of a human and social catastrophe if that revolution failed. Trotsky’s politics were governed by the needs (as he saw them) of proletarian (and hence human) freedom, not the maintenance of unjust or oppressive social structures.

Trotsky was wrong, not because he was a secularist rather than a religionist, but because his political analysis was flawed. Nor was he ‘corrupted’, morally or politically, by his political errors. This is because these were just errors, forced by pressure of prohibitive circumstance (the collapse of the economy, the decimation of the organized working class through war and civil war, the foreign invasions, the terroristic tactics of the white armies — including the policy of mass executions of Jews and Reds, etc.), rather than errors that stemmed from unethical political principles. These material conditions faced by the revolutionaries made difficult, even unpalatable, choices necessary — where lesser evils had to be considered as necessary in order to avoid greater ones (such as war communism, the Red Terror, the suppression of the peasant uprisings, in order to defeat the white armies, where a successful counter-revolution would have meant a catastrophe on the scale of Hitler’s victory in Germany).272 Would the dilemmas Trotsky faced have been any different if he had been a spiritualist rather than a secularist committed to the project of socialist revolution? Would the political and economic conditions that informed and constrained his decisions have been any different?

Why does the project of political emancipation not require a religious or spiritual sensibility to ‘civilize’ or ‘humanize’ it? The answer is a simple one. It is because the political project of secular liberation is an affirmation of love (for the oppressed and exploited, for humanity, even for the wider world), and also an expression of constructive hatred of unjust social structures and the social practices of those who act as agents of injustice. Hatred or at least profound disapproval of such practices and structures is a direct consequence of love of humanity, and of commitment to the goal of human free-flourishing, not its contrary. Here love and hate are dialectically interrelated, so that one cannot have one without the other. This indicates that the fundamental tension that Collier sees between the means of class war and the goal of human liberation is rather less fundamental than he thinks. It is not obviously true, I think, that the project of human emancipation requires of its agents a spiritual sensibility (‘love thy enemy’) in order to avoid their corruption as mere harbingers of brutal power politics. But Collier claims: ‘One should have a deep sense of the value of each person as a child of God and as a brother and sister — even if they have to be faced across the barricades and perhaps killed.’273 Yet one does not logically require the God-concept to ontologically ground ethical commitments based on a deep sense of the value of fellow human beings. This could just as well be grounded in a universalistic secular ethic based on naturalism and humanism.

In fact, the way in which Collier poses the problem — the necessity that agents possess spiritual or religious values in order to humanize or moralize their social struggles for liberation, so that such struggles are not self-negating — is suggestive that there is more incompatibility than tension between spiritual and material emancipation. If conducting a just war (by virtue of the fact it must involve violence and killing) problematizes the preservation of moral virtue, because it cuts against the emancipatory ethic of mutual support and universal free-flourishing, so that a ‘wholehearted’ class war is always self-corrupting, it is far from clear how earthly human emancipation is practically accomplishable. Conversely, if one’s pacifism leads one to acquiesce to or tolerate oppressive structures and practices, because one must love their agents, and therefore cannot harm them, one would never be motivated to do anything about them. To love or tolerate oppression is the opposite of moral virtue.

However, Collier would say that whereas oppression should be hated, its agents should not, otherwise projects of human liberation become reduced to brutal power politics. But perhaps it is morally appropriate, or at least acceptable, or at the very least a necessary evil, under certain circumstances, to hate the agents of unjust practices and structures, especially if these are conscious agents of injustice, and committed to defending such structures against those who would oppose them. If one did not do so, how would it be possible to wage a just war against such unjust practices and structures? Any war against them must be a war against its agents. And, if one is to prosecute such a war, one has to be prepared to kill and imprison the agents of oppression. I am unconvinced this is possible if one does not hate one’s enemies as oppressors, or at least if one does not possess a strong sense of moral disapproval of them as agents of oppression. But Collier claims: A spiritual dimension with a commitment to love one’s neighbours, even one’s enemies, would have made struggle [in the context of the Bolshevik Revolution] psychologically more difficult, but far more likely to lead to liberation.’274 My own judgement is that it would almost certainly have prevented any such struggle from taking place at all.

Perhaps a struggle for social liberation is possible, simply by virtue of knowledge that one has to defeat (and perhaps kill) the agents of injustice, in order to obtain the greater good — the abolition of all forms of injustice. In that case, one mobilizes for and aims to prosecute the just war, because it is a practical necessity, not a moral virtue. Consequently, one does so with a sense of profound regret at the casualties of such a conflict (including enemies). But such a war would still not be one in which the agents of liberation were for-the-most-part capable of loving their enemies — the agents of oppression. That is utopia. At best, they would aspire to treat their foes with the dignity and respect that is due to fellow human beings, and to conduct the fight against them with the aim of causing only the minimal amount of harm that is strictly necessary to securing the end-result. Indeed, a just war may place on its agents a greater burden than this in order to be considered truly just, i.e. if its justness is to be counted in terms of the rightness of means as well as ends. As I have said, a just war may be possible only if governed by a revolutionary code of ethics specifying which types of action, to what degree, directed at whom, and in what kind of circumstances, are morally acceptable or unacceptable, in the conduct of such a war.

In any case, whether or not a just war unmotivated by hatred of one’s class enemies is practically possible to at least conceive and get started (and I think it is) — and such a war would obviously be ethically preferable to one motivated by hatred — it would seemingly inevitably engender negative emotions on both sides, which would inevitably feed into negative actions. One may indeed regret or lament the killing of an enemy as an unfortunate necessity, but, unless one is a saint, only for as long as that enemy has not killed or maimed or tortured your comrades or loved ones. Unfortunately, wars are never waged by saints, whether just or otherwise. Even in the scenario of a just war unmotivated at its start by feelings of class hatred against oppressors, the agents of such a war would not always act justly. War is a brutal and dehumanizing business, unavoidably so. Under the pressures of war, even the just will sometimes behave badly. But the agents of justice (by virtue of their commitment to human liberation) are ethically and politically better equipped than most to avoid resorting to acts that are excessive or inappropriate or just plain indefensible. Where they fail to conduct themselves properly, for example according to a special revolutionary code of ethics specifying the rights and wrongs of a liberatory war, they may be called to account and punished by their own side.

Such a code of ethics might be indispensable to the legitimacy of a just war of human liberation, and hence to its practical success. Equally, and unfortunately, it might at least be possible that it would be incompatible with the project of socialist revolution. This is because a class war may succeed only if its agents are prepared to match (if absolutely necessary, and at the pinch) the brutality of its opponents. Alas, it may be that what is ethically desirable is practically impossible, at least under certain (extreme) circumstances. Leaving this issue aside, however, it seems to me that the alternative to a just war that dispenses with all negative feelings or actions (on the part of its agents) is not a different and better kind of war, but no war at all. Nor is it desirable for a class war to be waged that is anything less than ‘wholehearted’. Anything less than resolute commitment to the cause of socialist revolution would spell its certain defeat. Without class war, there can be no social or human liberation on planet earth. But class war perhaps inevitably generates negativa (feelings and actions motivated by hate not simply of oppression but of oppressors). Yet, as Collier rightly observes, pacificism itself, because it is tolerant of oppressive social structures and practices, is hardly without ethical problems of its own. These problems seem to me to be the more fundamental or insurmountable.

My analysis so far demonstrates the inherent difficulty of basing a universal ethics of ‘right-action’ on the foundation of Christian spiritualism, on the grounds that this is an inconsistent, relativistic (without recognizing its cultural and historical limits), and self-contradictory artifice. However, to this point may be added another, more obvious, point — namely that the dominant forms of religiosity or theism (including Christianity) contain deep-rooted moral or ethical teachings that are simply and plainly inconsistent with any form of progressive politics or ethics aimed at human liberation. This too is a key aspect of religious ambivalence. Thus, for every progressive ethical value endorsed by the world religions, there are numerous others that are just retrogressive. By way of illustration of this point, let us briefly consider the official ethical philosophy of modern Catholicism on various issues.

(1) Homosexuality and AIDS. I take it that few libertarian or socialist religionists would endorse the view that homosexuality is a mortal sin, a moral abomination, injurious to society, on the grounds that sex for pleasure rather than procreation is beyond the pale. But this is the official Catholic doctrinal position, based on the authority of the Bible (which promises eternal hellfire for ‘sodomites’ and recommends their brutal punishment at the hands of earthly authorities),275 and is the source of innumerable moral condemnations of gay practices by elderly clerics.276 How many progressives or libertarians would regard AIDS as ‘ruination of the spiritual defence system’ rather than a physical illness, which ‘can be combated only in the context of a crusade against rampant moral evil’, not by better medicine, effective contraception, or safe sex campaigning? Not many, I would suggest, but this is the line of the ferociously right-wing former cardinal Ratzinger, recently installed as Pope Benedict.277 In countries where the Catholic Church remains integrated with the state, this anti-gay bigotry is enshrined in educational institutions to this day. In the Irish Republic, for example, it is a legal obligation for primary schools to maintain a ‘religious ethos’, which means amongst other things ‘educating’ children of the sinfulness of homosexuality.278

(2) Sex, gender and reproduction. How is the Christian doctrine of Original Sin compatible with progressive ethics? This doctrine was designed to legitimize the privileged role of priests in delivering atonement for our sins on behalf of God. This doctrine is linked to Christianity’s profound fear and loathing of sex and traditional regard of women as subordinates of men. Both positions are amply demonstrated by the Christian fable of the virgin birth, still accepted as an infallible doctrine by the papacy, and by millions of credulous grass-roots Catholics. This was obviously based on the idea of the moral purity of the sexually abstentious, which became the ideological legitimation for the forced imposition of celibacy on the Catholic priesthood in the thirteenth century. This has proven a form of sexual repression undoubtedly responsible for institutionalized sexual hypocrisy and misconduct — including child sex-abuse — within the ranks of the Catholic clergy ever since.279

But the fable of the virgin birth was also rooted in the idea, reasonable in a pre-scientific culture lacking knowledge of human reproduction, that it was perfectly possible for a physical life to be magicked into existence inside a woman’s body. Such a conception was rational, in these circumstances, because it was based on a common sense understanding of sex and reproduction. This was that ‘a miniscule person-to-be was injected whole and complete into the woman’s body by the man during intercourse, an assumption which accurately reflected a particular view of women’s role in society, passively to carry and painfully bring to life the products of men-only’.280 These kinds of ideas were formally institutionalized in Christianity by Pope Gregory I (AD 509-64), who believed that women ‘were the source of the sin inherent in sex’, and who taught that after sex ‘a man had to perform a ritual act of washing and then do penance before entering a church’.281

How many progressives (religious or otherwise) find themselves in agreement with Catholicism’s prohibition of women entering the priesthood, which is linked to these ideas? The prohibition on the ordination of women is formally justified simply on the grounds of tradition (none of Jesus’s apostles were women). But undoubtedly it is motivated by the orthodox sexist Christian notion (shared with fundamentalist Islam) that the purpose of women is simply to produce and rear children within the institution of marriage. But, in the case of Catholicism, the prohibition would also appear to have its roots in the theistic doctrine that womankind is responsible for the Fall of humanity into sin (including sexual sin) and its expulsion from Eden. After all, does not the Bible tell us that it was Eve who persuaded Adam to partake of the Forbidden Fruit that resulted in the end of ‘the age of innocence’?

(3) Abortion and contraception. According to Catholic orthodoxy, both contraception and abortion are sinful, for the simple reason that a human person (with an immortal soul) exists from the moment a sperm fertilizes an egg. But, if this is so, as has commonly (though entirely correctly) been noted, Catholics should logically recommend the baptisal of late periods, which of course they do not, because this is impractical, and would reveal the absurdity of the underlying doctrine. The official position of the Catholic Church on abortion and contraception is refuted by scientific knowledge of reproductive processes, and by psychological and sociological knowledge of individual self-development. The former has demonstrated that a viable human organism is the outcome of a number of developmental stages — from the initial fertilization of the ovum by a sperm to form a zygote, to the subsequent development of the embryo, on to the growth of the foetus, and eventually culminating in the formation of the baby-organism. The latter has demonstrated that the human organism is fundamentally dependent on both cultural socialization and practical interactions with the object-world in order to become a recognizably human person (i.e. a being in possession of the properties of selfhood, personal identity, language, a moral conscience, and so on).

(4) Intro-fertilization and surrogacy. The Catholic position on surrogacy and IVF (of prohibition) is even more incoherent than its position on abortion, since the ‘immaculate conception’ of Jesus himself would appear to make him a kind of ‘test-tube’ baby and Mary a surrogate mother.282 Yet the Catholic prohibition of abortion and contraception is not actually sanctioned by the Bible. Moreover, the Bible is clear that human life begins not at conception but at birth. ‘Behold I shall cause breath to enter you, and you shall live. ’283 ‘[T]he Lord God formed man of the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life.’284 In fact, the origin of Christianity’s dogmatic obsession with reproductive issues is political rather than scriptural: to secure the institutional power of the clergy in society by means of claiming for itself absolute authority over ‘ultimate’ secular affairs (morality, birth and death). Catholicism’s continued virulent opposition to contraception and abortion in the modern age results from the consolidation of the scientific worldview and the attendant decline of religion’s capacity to explain the world. In these circumstances, as McCann observes, ‘religion was forced back into … its specialist areas — morality, birth and death. And it now has to secure this last redoubt as the exclusive preserve of religion, to be defended at all costs from human intervention and control’.285

This, incidentally, explains the peculiar self-contradictory politics of the Catholic-dominated ‘pro-life’ lobby. By and large, the pro-lifers are interested only in the lives of the unborn, and have nothing to say about the millions of needless deaths caused by the poverty and inequality-generating machinations of global capitalism. Moreover, the pro-lifers actively oppose those social policies that would reduce the worldwide incidences of abortion. Pro-lifers do not, for example, support free provision of contraceptives, or of contraceptive education programmes for the young. More abstractly, but no less importantly, nor are they normally supporters of socialist remedies to social ills: wealth and income redistribution from rich to poor, or the collective social provision of improved health resources, educational facilities or job-opportunities for handicapped children. Why not? McCann has, I believe, a decisive answer: ‘They do not take this stand [anti-abortion] out of concern for the life of the unborn … They take this stand out of concern for the life of religion — and particularly for the Catholic religion which for hundreds of years has been the dominant tendency in the more backward areas of Christendom.’286 This is why the pro-life argument is based not on a rational consideration of the rights and wrongs of abortion from a secular humanist perspective. Rather, it is asserted on transcendental grounds (God’s Law, of which these anti-abortionists are the self-appointed agents), supported by the emotional assault-and-battery of visual shock-tactics (grossly over-magnified images of botched aborted foetuses, etc.).

(5) Voluntary euthanasia. How many progressives would accept that individuals of sound mind should be denied the right to self-administer voluntary euthanasia (or for other individuals to assist their voluntary euthanasia if they have themselves given explicit uncoerced permission for them to act on their behalf)? This is the orthodox Catholic-Christian line here as well. This moral injunction is motivated not by concern over the possible practical consequences of applying such rights in contemporary capitalist societies. The problem with euthanasia, from this perspective, is not that decisions to end life may be taken under the pressures of artificial resource-stress under the auspices of truncated social democracy and welfare retrenchment, or because of the influence of fascist-type ideologies that preach the lack of value of imperfect forms of life. On the contrary, the problem is that conceding the right to euthanasia is a challenge to the authority of the Church to legislate on moral issues. For the religious dogmatist, suicide or mercy killing is just sinful, on the grounds that we are just God’s property, and only God has the right to take away the life he has given.

These examples can be multiplied indefinitely. Similar examples could be cited in the case of Islam and Hinduism. The point of citing them is to show that the officially-sanctioned theisms of the great world religions are rarely at the vanguard of progressive ethics and politics. On the contrary, more-often-than-not they are at the rearguard, and often resisting their advance with every means to hand, and more-often-than-not with appeal to ancient dogmas that science has already exposed as fallacious.

Now these reactionary ethical ideas, which reside at the centre of Christian and especially Catholic moral discourse, are not merely intellectual errors, but have real materially unpalatable consequences in the human and social worlds. This is for the simple reason they are propagated by an institutional force that is prepared to use its ideological and material resources to enforce them by political (rather than by educational) means on billions of people. The modern Catholic Church is integrated into the institutional structures of world politics and governance, considerably more so than the other world religions. This is by virtue of the fact that the Holy See, the supreme body of the Church and the Vatican city-state in Rome, has been permitted ‘to conduct international relations’ on behalf of the papacy, and is represented at the UN, operating ‘as a member of the World Health Organisation, the UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation, the International Atomic Energy Agency’, and many other agencies besides.287

Under John Paul II’s papacy, these institutional capacities have been used to lobby and pressurize and obstruct UN decision-making and policy-implementation, in order to ensure Catholic moral doctrines are either enshrined, or at the very least are not undermined, in international politics. The ‘saintly’ Mother Teresa of Calcutta, whose renowned commitment to the poor and sick was largely ideological (in fact her major role for the Church was attending to the ‘spiritual’ rather than material ills of the needy),288 has been an important political and ideological player in this process. She ‘retired’ from her activities as ‘missionary for the poor’ (always a minor part of her oeuvre) ten or so years before her demise in order to become a kind of roving ambassador for the papacy, preaching the evils of abortion and contraception and the sanctity of marriage across the globe.289 In this role, like her boss in Rome, her ‘message’ did not include any references to either the hidden or revealed ‘injuries of class’, nor of the necessity to reform capitalism (for example, by expanding social democracy and the welfare state, or reversing the growth of global social inequalities). Nor did she preach the need of rich countries and Western governments to cancel Third World debt or (less radically) increase aid to underdeveloped countries. Instead, her ‘moral authority’ (underscored by her canonization) has been exploited by the papacy simply to legitimize the Vatican’s retrogressive obstruction of the extension of reproductive and other freedoms to the world’s poorest who are most needful of them.

McCann recounts a telling example of ‘international diplomacy’ Vatican-style.290 The Holy See was particularly affronted by certain policy proposals that emerged from the 1994 International Conference on Population and Development in Cairo. This proposed a ‘Programme of Action’ that declared its commitment to the ‘right of all couples and individuals to decide freely and responsibly the number, spacing, and timing of their children, and to have the information and means to do so’. Concretely, this was a commitment to ‘ensure that women and men have information and access to the widest possible range of safe and effective family planning methods’.291 Having failed to block the initiative in Cairo (despite Mother Teresa weighing in with her emotive — and thoroughly disingenuous — declaration to the conference that all those considering abortion should instead give the unwanted child to her so she could find it a ‘loving home where it will be cherished as a blessing’),290the Vatican engaged systematically in a five-year campaign to prevent the implementation of the Cairo recommendations.

There were a number of strands to this campaign, ideological and political. Initially, there was the active propagation of the Pope’s Evangelium Vitae, ‘which condemned not only contraception, but the treatment of infertility’ as a ‘conspiracy against life’ by ‘unspecified international institutions’. Next, there was a highly publicized declaration by Asian bishops close to the papacy, that ‘periodic abstinence was the only acceptable method of family planning’, and that ‘fidelity within marriage’, and ‘chastity outside marriage’, was the only solution to the African AIDS epidemic. This line was then echoed by the conservative Latin American bishops, with the Nicaraguan contingent complaining that ‘the terms“reproductive rights”,“reproductive health” and“safe sex” really meant“abortion, promiscuity and the arbitrary use of sex”’. Then ‘the New York and Connecticut State Catholic conferences launched a lobby to dissuade insurance companies from covering health plans which included contraceptive drugs and devices’. Finally, ‘the Vatican condemned proposals to include“enforced pregnancy” in the Criminal Court’s list of war crimes, lest this provide a basis for women raped in wartime to obtain legal abortions’. As McCann rightly concludes:


What is at stake here is the health, contentment and life expectancy of an entire generation. Every day, 7,000 people under 24 become infected by AIDS; half of all rapes and sexual assaults in the world are afflicted on 15-year-olds and under; complications from pregnancy and childbirth are the most common cause of death among teenage girls. There are world problems which the Catholic Church does not want confronted, other than with piety and prayer beads.293



The fact that religiosity is at best Janus-faced (embodying the retrogressive as well as the progressive) obviously problematizes Porpora’s argument that objective ethics require a theistic foundation. Or at least it would if it could be shown that the negative elements are essential to religion. Is religiosity inherently hostile to progress in human knowledge? Does it necessarily sanction superstition and ignorance and judgemental irrationality in beliefs? Is it essentially discriminatory, oppressive, and repressive? The radical secular enlightenment answered these questions in the affirmative. Consequently, as Porpora observes:


Religion is the academy’s other. Religion is associated with superstition and irrationality. To be religious is not to be hard-headed but soft-minded. It is to be concerned with the hereafter as opposed to a better collective life here and now. It is to seek solace in fantasy rather than bold confrontation with a stark reality. It forsakes cold reason for substance-less faith. At its best, religion is simply foolish, at its worst — as perhaps now in the United States, it is the inspiration for reckless imperialism and oppression.294



Now religious-minded progressives would respond to such a view (and the examples which support it) by suggesting that this is applicable not to ‘religiosity’ as such, but rather to alienated or muddled or wrong-headed religiosity. The CR spiritualists (Doug Porpora, Andrew Collier, and Margaret Archer) endorse this kind of perspective. For them, such negative examples pertain only to the ‘wrong’ or ‘bad’ kind of theism, which is regarded as inessential and inauthentic. This ‘wrong’ or ‘bad’ type of religiosity is deemed by the CR spiritualists as ‘fundamentalist’, and for them ‘religious fundamentalism’ is a term of abuse to be applied to all the forms of religiosity of which they disapprove — dogmatic, authoritarian, illiberal, ‘literalist’ (i.e. insisting on the historical truth and absolute moral authority of the holy books), sexually repressed, heterophobic, and so on.295

The ‘good’ or ‘true’ religiosity, by contrast, is emancipatory and libera-tory — it is all about the promotion of universal human rights, spiritual as well as earthly freedoms, and the unification of humanity and God in universal love in heaven and on earth.296 Thus Andrew Collier, for example, notes that Christianity at its radical reforming edge has disseminated the idea that poverty, ignorance, oppression and exploitation are evils to be challenged on the earthly terrain.297 He also points out that the injunction ‘thy will be done’ and ‘thy Kingdom come’ may be interpreted as ‘a temporal not a spacial one of an other-worldly, afterlife kingdom’.298 Collier also claims that the authentic religious politics of Judaism, which flowered during the period when ‘Judah and Israel were independent or semi-independent states’, recommended a classless society of farmers, an egalitarian order of petty peasant proprietorship against the nascent class hierarchies. This, he suggests, was the political equivalent of modern socialism in a pre-industrial peasant economy and society:


The pre-exilic prophets, and some of the later prophets who continue their witness, are consistent in what they regard as the truest service of God: to defend the poor, to share goods with them, to let the oppressed go free, to ‘break every yoke’. They are scathing about specifically religious works: temple services, which the first Isaiah calls trampling the Lord’s courts (Isaiah 1.12), or fasting, which the second Isaiah contrasts with the fast that the Lord has chosen, to let the oppressed go free and deal bread to the hungry (Isaiah 58.6–7). Their political programme is not of course socialist — that would be anachronistic …; it is for freedom of the workers through individual peasant proprietorship, in which everyone will dwell under his own vine and fig tree (Micah 4.4). That this programme was in opposition to a nascent ruling class is clear from the denunciations of landowners who were extending their land at the peasants’ expense, of judges who decided against the poor, and so on. The prophets were partisans of the oppressed in a class war. Alongside the demand for classless peasant society, there are injunctions to protect those who, even in such a society, were least able to protect themselves (widows, orphans).299



Collier also highlights the communalistic politics of a handful of Christian church fathers, such as those of St Basil the Great (AD 330–79), St John Chrysotrom (AD 347–407), and St Gregory the Great (AD 540-604), all of whom were champions of the commonfolk and recommended wealth redistribution from rich to poor.300 The teachings of such church founders hark back, in Collier’s view, to the egalitarianism of the original Christian communities.

The ‘good religion’, according to the CR spiritualists, is also open-minded, undogmatic, inquiring, and one which is informed by scientific knowledge and the rational methods of scholarly debate. It is, in short, based on judgemental rationality.301


My own view is that if spiritual or religious claims are to be vindicated, the vindication will come not on the basis of a priori, philosophical principles at the level of metatheory. Instead, the issue will be decided at the theoretical level on more empirical grounds: by saying, among other things, what we finally make epistemically of religious experience in all its variety; the historical findings of, for example, biblical criticism; and how we eventually best explain why our universe looks so much as if it has been designed.302



In defense of the judgemental rationality of ‘true’ religion, Porpora further contends:


It has been religious but scholarly Biblical critics like [N.T.] Wright, I may add, rather than particularly atheistic scholars, who have subjected the Biblical texts — and their own religious convictions — to the most ruthless scrutiny. It was what these Christian scholars have done — and less anything done by outright atheists — that provoked the backlash of Christian fundamentalism.303



Porpora also makes the argument that highly sophisticated philosophical systems, which have articulated real knowledge of the world, have been produced within the religious sphere. He cites the development of the original ‘critical realism’ of the 1960s to demonstrate his point. Porpora suggests that this ‘theological critical realism’ (TCR), pioneered by Ian Barbour, was actually a precursor of the secular CR philosophy of science of Bhaskar and others that emerged in the 1970s. This is by virtue of the fact this TCR recognized the phenomenological dimension of knowledge, the limitations of positivism and instrumentalism as philosophical systems, and the structured nature of real objects of knowledge, all of which were ideas incorporated into Bhaskar’s CR philosophy of science.304

Thus, Porpora recommends that secularists and religious-minded alike should not take seriously those religionists who resort to dogmatic methods of thought and debate:


The religious who employ faith this way dismiss themselves as appropriate conversation partners from any kind of intellectual debate with those who believe differently or not at all. If religious believers want to be taken seriously as intellectual players, then they must abide by the rules of intellectual engagement. Those rules stipulate that in intellectual debate, religious believers must, just like everyone else, place at risk their own cherished beliefs. They must be willing to revise or abandon any beliefs that, over the long run, do not withstand arguments. In such debate, there can be no final appeal to faith.305



Nonetheless, as Porpora affirms, ‘there are plenty of … religious believers who are quite prepared to play by these rules of intellectual debate’:


We are prepared specifically not to invoke faith as an argument stopper, and we are willing to abandon religious or spiritual beliefs that do not hold up to scrutiny. Many of us have already abandoned many such beliefs. That is how I became what the Pope disparagingly calls a ‘cafeteria Catholic’, the only kind of Catholic I can remain.306



For these reasons, Porpora describes the enlightenment critique of religiosity ‘in general’ as a ‘travesty’. He concedes that ‘it is true that many religious believers will suddenly invoke “faith” as a means of rendering their beliefs immune to criticism — including their own self-criticism. It is also true that their faith communities frequently enjoin such faith as a means of dispelling doubt and keeping order within their ranks.’307 But Porpora nonetheless urges us to accept that this is not the fundamental essence of religious sensibility. According to him, secular scholars have done religion a deep injustice by perpetrating the ‘religious stereotype’ that religiosity = right-wing conservatism. For Porpora, by contrast, the mere fact that Christians have sometimes been left-wingers or even Marxists apparently establishes the progressive credentials of theism and religious sensibility.308

What are we to make of this defence of the progressive credentials of the ‘authentic’ religious sensibility? Undoubtedly, as I have noted beforehand, there have been in the past progressive religious movements, since progressive political movements in pre-modern societies tended to be theist in their ideology. This was for the simple reason that humanistic sensibilities in a prescientific world expressed secular political and ethical aspirations that were inevitably interpreted as God’s law or will. Today, undoubtedly, it is possible for theists to be progressive in their politics and ethics, both inside and outside the established religious communities. The CR spiritualists are a case in point.

But, in the rationalized modern world, progressive political movements (e.g. for labour rights, female or black equality, welfare politics, environmental protection, or socialism) have normally tended to originate from outside the main organized churches, and these do not normally possess explicit religious legitimations. Under the auspices of capitalist modernity, wherever progressive elements have risen within the main churches (e.g. the liberation theologians and radical left-wing clergy of Latin America in the 1970s and 1980s), oriented on the poor and propertyless, these have risen precisely as expressions of progressive political movements, social currents and ideas outside the established churches in society at large. Here, in the case of liberation theology, radical class movements from below injected worldly political content into the interpretations of the faith of the downtrodden, and placed grassroots priests under pressure to articulate these interpretations within the Catholic Church bureaucracy.309

Yet religious-minded persons (including grass-roots church-goers) have participated in these movements, and in so doing have been motivated at least in part by religious beliefs and commitments. So, contra Porpora, there is, as far as I know, no ‘stereotype’ that religiosity = reactionary at the level of personal beliefs. But, in any case, the materialist critique of religion does not rely on the indictment that theism is always and everywhere unreason or oppression. The anti-theist argument, rather, is that religiosity, as an ideological form, necessarily has an ‘aspect’ or ‘side’ to it that is negative in these ways, and this ‘side’ or ‘aspect’ is essential to the reproduction of powerful religious institutions and illiberal doctrinal morality.

If religiosity is Janus-faced, one of the faces it must wear is unreason and oppression. Clearly, this does not mean that all religious beliefs (or believers) are dogmatic and irrational or agents of discrimination. As I have already said, inasmuch as religious beliefs are also the product of philosophical reflections on the ethical meaning of human-being-in-nature, there is no reason why they cannot obtain valid insights into the ‘general human condition’. Nonetheless, such insights can equally be developed within the frame of a secular philosophy informed by humanistic-naturalistic premises. The point is, of course, that the articulation of progressive politics or ethics is less vulnerable to ‘endism’ or ‘idealism’ or ‘judgemental irrationalism’ or mystical obscurantism of all sorts on the secular or ‘worldly’ terrain than on the ‘spiritual’ terrain.

Paradoxically, the point is at least partially conceded by Porpora himself. For, having insisted that religiosity is not essentially dogmatic and reliant on unreason (faith or authority), he then reminds CR scholars that the International Association of Critical Realism (IACR) should not behave in the manner of ‘a religious community’. By not behaving in the manner of a ‘religious community’, Porpora means that CR scholars should not view Bhaskar’s new TDCR spiritualism ‘as revelation from above’.310 I agree. But this would seem to concede the point that one problem with religiosity is that, at least in its typical and popular forms, it is not terribly supportive of judgemental rationality. Porpora also indicates that his own relationship with the Catholic Church is a strained one — hence his acceptance of the Pope’s derogatory label ‘cafeteria Catholic’. Again, from Porpora’s point of view, this would seem to imply that there are fundamental aspects of the institution and ideology of Catholicism that are just incompatible with progressive or liberatory ethico-political positions.

Most crucially, Porpora’s fundamental argument that theism and religious institutions do not necessarily constitute fetters or constraints on the acquisition of rational secular knowledge of the world is unsustainable. Porpora’s argument that the reality of God can and should be validated on rational and evidential grounds is a laudable aspiration, but the problem is simply that the God-concept is precisely outside the reach of scientific knowledge and rationality. That is the point of conceptualizing God in terms of ‘first causes’ or ‘ultimate structures’, which remain forever inaccessible to the sciences and everyday ordinary consciousness. Finite beings cannot grasp the meaning of absolutist or totalizing being, except in the purely formal sense that nothing is excluded. Who can say what ‘absolute being’ actually means or how this is even possible? So the God-concept is inherently mystical. If we add to the problem that God is disembodied Ideal or Spirit, there seems no way of theoretically or empirically corroborating this reality.

This is not the CR argument that non-observables are inherently problematic. For, in science, we can corroborate non-observable structures by means of experimental closure and the activation under such conditions of their causal powers. And, in science, we can empirically corroborate that unobservable structures are dependent upon observable ones (such as mind-states on brain-states). But there are no rational methods I know of that could be used to validate God’s existence, if one accepts the typical theistic interpretation of God. I cannot see how biblical criticism is of use,311 and appeals to the ‘design’ of the universe are manifestly a non-starter.312 But this is why faith and authority and revelation are fundamental to theism: because of the onto-logical indeterminacy. It is simply too easy and convenient to dismiss, as Porpora does, this aspect of religious sentiment as the property of dogmatic ‘bad apples’ corrupting the virtuous barrel.

Nor does the more general claim of the CR spiritualists that religiosity per se must be absolved from responsibility for manifold injustices and absurdities perpetrated in its name withstand the test of history. The enlightenment critique of religion as sanctioning ignorance, irrationalism, injustice, oppression and intolerance can call to its support no end of empirico-historical support. It is of no avail to blame all of this on the ‘bad version’ of religion, and to regard ‘bad religion’ as mere contingency of history, because the sheer universality of these negative elements within the world religions, throughout their long histories, from their earliest origins right up to the present day, and in every known culture, cuts against the grain of this interpretation, revealing it as apologetic. Such examples belong not only to the past, but just as much to the contemporary world. In fact, a good case can be made that underlying or entwined or otherwise implicated with virtually every contemporary form of oppression or injustice, discriminatory politics, sectarian exclusionism, ethnic or tribal conflict, or out-group violence, is a religious sensibility, sometimes as its direct motive, but more typically as its ideological legitimation.313

Thus, left-wing philosophers and liberal theologians can, if they wish, cherry-pick from original religious faiths and holy texts (such as the New Testament) those versions of religiosity that they would prefer existed in reality. But that is a construction of their own imagination, which involves sifting out all of the negative elements they would prefer did not exist, and declaring these ‘false’ or ‘inauthentic’. This is basically the strategy of the CR spiritualists. But this search for the ‘true’ Christianity is an artificial and (I would suggest) fruitless practice, for the simple reason there is no deeper ‘essence’ or ‘authentic core’ to religious ideologies. From the beginning, as I have demonstrated, Christianity was fabricated from secondary sources, was internally fragmented amongst a multitude of competing groups and perspectives, and was a rough-and-ready compound of the progressive and retrogressive. This is just as one would expect from a human-made (or, rather, man-made) cultural artifice concerned with issues of ethics and shaped within a particular (and rather brutal and harsh) social and historical milieu.

This is clear enough in the case of Collier’s account of the ‘authentic’ Judaeo-Christian tradition. In practice, Collier presents us here with an idealtype of Judaeo-Christian religiosity, which accentuates its progressive edge, but which in so doing downgrades the salience of both the ambivalent and retrogressive elements, and thereby invests in the whole thing a radical political and ethical posture and coherence it does not possess. In the New Testament, admonitions of love and forgiveness go hand-in-hand with promises of hellfire and damnation for Christian unbelievers.314 ‘Love thy neighbour’ and ‘turn the other cheek’ are proposed as moral guides for the good life alongside insurrectionary demands to pick up the sword and fight the good fight.315 The equality of nations is affirmed yet slavery remains uncontroversial.316 Jesus is recorded by different Gospel authors as sometimes calling for political resistance to the agents of secular and religious oppression, and declaring the kingdom of God is nigh on planet earth, but at other times urging acquiescence to secular (i.e. imperial authorities), and declaring that his kingdom is other-worldly rather than this-worldly.317

There is plenty of evidence that Christianity has (and rather more commonly) supported, and continues to support, retrogressive ethical and political positions, that its challenges to exploitation and oppression have been inconsistent and compromised, and that it has sought to demobilize radical struggles by diverting human aspirations for freedom into ‘other-worldly’ concerns. ‘Thy kingdom come’ may also be interpreted in a spatial sense (heavenly reward for earthly suffering), or in a spatio-temporal sense (as just rewards for the meek and humble at the end of time). Yet, if Christianity does contain an inner ideological core, in the sense of consistent doctrine, linking old and new, good candidates for this would be the idea of personal salvation, charitable ‘good works’ on behalf of the needy, of ‘spiritual guidance’ for the poor, and an almost obsessive concern with sexual morality. Conversely, there is in Christianity no consistent or uniform support for the radical position that one should abolish poverty and social inequality.318

Within the Old Testament, of course, God is also perfectly tolerant of his ‘chosen ones’ owning rather more in the way of property than others less favoured — such as Abraham, for example, whom the ‘Lord had blessed in all things’, and who consequently ‘was very rich in cattle, in silver, and in gold’.319 Indeed, this God often promises earthly riches to those who believe in him and worship him, which are denied to others. Within the Old Testament, of course, there is also consistent and explicit endorsement of a range of practices and statutes and ideologies that are anything but egalitarian: oppression of women, repressive sexual morality, punitive criminal justice, ethnic hatred, religious intolerance, arbitrary collective punishment, slavery, imperialism, and genocide — all of which is supposedly divinely-sanctioned. All of that is just as much a part of ‘original’ Judaism as the communistic aspects that Collier wishes to highlight. Indeed, that side of it has a rather less ambivalent status and rather more pervasive presence in the Old Testament than the ‘egalitarian’ side.320 This needs to be recognized, if we are to arrive at a balanced appraisal of the political and ethical content of Hebrew religion and culture in the age of the two kingdoms.

Collier reads far too much into the pronouncements of the radical prophets, in effect imposing on them a political programme for which there is insufficient textual support. Perhaps the prophets were, as he says, all for a ‘classless’ society of independent smallholding peasants. But, if they were, they did not say it, or at least they did not say it clearly. As suggested above, the critique of the prophets can with greater justice be seen as motivated more by fearful nationalism than positive endorsement of peasant rights as an absolute value in itself. There is precious firm evidence that the prophets wanted a genuinely egalitarian society, simply one that was less hierarchic and unequal, and hence more cohesive for purposes of self-defence. They make no specific demand to outlaw markets, class relations, or private property, or to abolish the authority of kings — simply for the wealthier and more powerful (presumably kings, priesthood, larger landowners, more prosperous traders) to curtail their greed, to refrain from dispossessing the peasantry, and to provide support and assistance for the poor and the commonfolk. Rather, the threat of ‘divine retribution’, which invariably took the form of foreign conquest (or failing this famine or pestilence), was continually invoked by the prophets to chastise the landlords (ecclesiastical and lay), so as to shame or frighten them into reforming their dissolute ways:


You are doomed! You buy more houses and fields to add to those you already have. Soon there will be no place for anyone else to live, and you alone will live in the land. I have heard the Lord Almighty say, ‘all these big fine houses will be empty ruins’. But you do not understand what the Lord is doing, and so you will be carried away as prisoners. Your leaders will starve to death, and the common people will die of thirst.321



This reformist (not revolutionary) ethic was a progressive aspect of Judaism, although it was a long way from being a democratic reformism. Rather, this was ‘God’s law’, to which the Jews were absolutely subordinate. As such, the price of non-compliance by community leaders and class elites was the ‘scourge of God’ — indiscriminate collective punishments meted out on the peoples of the two kingdoms, rich and poor alike, without exception. ‘O Assyrian, the rod of mine anger, and the staff in their hand is mine indignation. I will send him against a hypocritical nation, and against the people of my wrath will I give him a charge, to take the spoil, and to take the prey, and to tread them down like the mire of the streets.’322 Now this seems a rather odd way for a God committed to liberating the peasantry to proceed. Notably, the radical message of the prophets was normally aimed at the rulers, to convince them of the error of their ways, not at the poor and downtrodden, to instigate them to revolt. This doubtless explains why the Israelites abandoned the old Bedouin idea that Jehovah was duty bound to assist his people in war and replaced it with that of the ‘conditional covenant’ between Israel and Jehovah. Now the propertied elites would have to earn Jehovah’s help in warding off external foes (by obeying his laws and maintaining social order) or else face the consequences (colonization or even depopulation).

Yet, of course, the Hebrew prophets were not motivated in their denunciations of excess wealth and privilege solely by fears of internal social dissolution and its consequences for national security. Collier has a point. Undoubtedly, there was a genuinely egalitarian strand to Hebrew religion and culture, although this was cramped and distorted by the reality of class and status hierarchies. Rooted in Judaism, ‘Hebrew law’ traditionally offered a measure of protection to both slaves and peasants in the two kingdoms. As Collier observes: ‘Under Hebrew law, though you could sell yourself into slavery, you would be released after seven years (or if your master injured you). Likewise, if you got into debt and had to sell your land, it would be restored to you or your heirs after forty-nine years.’ Collier even suggests that this ‘jubilee law (so long as it was kept) meant that permanent classes of slaves and landless peasants could not arise’.323 The God of the Jews, he wants to tell us, is not simply a jealous vengeful despot (denouncing false gods, demanding ‘blood sacrifice’, enforcing repressive sexual norms and gender roles, and partaking in a share in the booty of wars of pillage and conquest). On the contrary, this God is also the just-dealing patriarch (who demands that the propertied provide charitable assistance to the needy, offer fair payment for the services of employees, and avoid conspicuous displays of wealth).324

However, it is clear enough that enforcement of the ‘jubilee’ law was not a priority for the Hebrew authorities, since (as we have seen) the prophets were frequently moved to denounce the excesses of class advantages and disadvantages. Moreover, as suggested above, neither Judaism nor the Hebrew radicals were opponents of private property, status hierarchy, class divisions (or, I might add, slavery) per se — only where these were acquired or administered ‘unjustly’, or where they compromised internal social cohesion. For sure, indebted peasants were legally entitled to regain their land, but of course many were in no position to do so (because they had been reduced to dependence in all sorts of ways by the burden of accumulated debts). Likewise, although slaves were legally entitled to regain their freedom from bondage, the effect of slavery itself meant that this was not always an attractive or feasible alternative to servitude, since the slave was divested of a means of independent living. Freedom often meant destitution, beggary and vagrancy, whereas slavery often meant a measure of economic security. So, even where jubilee law was upheld, class relations were not simply ‘nascent’, as Collier suggests,325 but were real and enduring features of the Hebrew kingdoms.

Drawing attention to the one-sidedness of Collier’s account of the Judaeo-Christian tradition invites an obvious question. How, one might ask, does Collier (and the other CR spiritualists) know their own ‘ideal type’ of Christianity is the ‘real’ or ‘true’ one? Not, I would suggest, because it is ‘out there’, an ‘original essence’, waiting to be recovered from beneath a veil of illusion and error, but rather because it is the only version that they can reconcile with their secular political and ethical affiliations. The cultural and political forms of the ‘western tradition’, which the CR spiritualists endorse, are the heritage not of Christianity, but of enlightenment. These forms include: naturalistic humanism, the language of universal democratic rights and civil liberties, the demands of scientific rationality, and the liberatory politics of socialism and Marxism. The point is that the Christianity of the CR spiritualists has been civilized by, and has been accommodated to, these secular cultural and political forms of enlightenment.

Consequently, it is legitimate to speculate on what their religiosity would look like in a world without enlightenment universalism. Perhaps it would resemble the instrumental and solipsistic version of Christianity embraced by much of middle class America today. Perhaps it would resemble one or other of the various competing radical ‘fundamentalisms’, which appeal especially to the downtrodden and oppressed, particularly in parts of the world that suffer from the worst effects of economic underdevelopment and political oppression. Perhaps it would simply be some version of the timid middle-of-the-road de-politicized ‘do no evil’ Christianity endorsed by mainstream middle class congregations across the UK, a form of religiosity preoccupied with personal salvation, charitable good works, and questions of sexual morality. Perhaps it would be one or other of the highly politicized authoritarian and conservative versions of the faith defended by the established theocratic authorities of the world religions. Certainly, it would not be the ‘politically-correct’ liberatory version we are presented with by the CR spiritualists as the ‘authentic’ Christian heritage.

In any case, what, we might ask, has this CR theological artifice (of interest only to socialist academic theists, a rare breed indeed) got to do with actual religion, as an ideological and institutional and historical reality? Thus, as the CR spiritualists explain what an authentic Christianity looks like (undogmatic, emancipatory, even communistic, based on universal selfless love, etc.), i.e. a Christianity shorn of elements that are inconsistent with the best traditions of secular enlightenment, meanwhile, outside the academy, in the real world, the ‘inauthentic’ flesh-and-blood fundamentalist religiosity of millions and millions of the faithful flourishes. Sometimes, as is the case with the radical Islamists, this popular religiosity is progressive inasmuch as it is antiimperialist and concerned with class justice. Conversely, as is the case with the fundamentalist Christian right, it never is. In all cases, however, it is dogmatic, doctrinaire, irrational, superstitious, faith-based, messianic, discriminatory, ethnophobic, and sexually repressive. Our age is the age of such fundamentalisms. That is the ‘spiritual turn’ outside the cloisters of the liberal-left academy.

The current ‘war on terror’, which has seriously damaged civil liberties in the West (especially in the UK and US), and which has brought brutal repression and war to the most blighted parts of the world, has as its chief protagonists on both sides self-professed religious crusaders. On the one side, we have the unholy alliance of the American Christian right and Zionism, which control, respectively, the US and Israeli states. On the other side, we have the dispersed and fluid networks of Islamic terrorists, and the radical-Islamic-led mass political movements, which have replaced secular and socialist political organisations (often by oppression and violence against the left) in mobilizing opposition to US and Israeli imperialism in the Middle East.326 Whatever one makes of the kind of theism that the CR spiritualists endorse, in the real world, progressive global politics is roadblocked by religion. Politically, religion today functions either as a direct cause of intolerance and violence, or as a legitimatory ideology of other forms of secular-motivated injustice, or at its best as a force that, despite its own intentions, leads liberatory struggles for a better world up a blind alley.

Religious fundamentalism flourishes today for the simple reason that it panders to the human need for a degree of ontological and psychic security, especially amongst those whose conditions of life are rendered especially precarious or unstable by the machinations of globalizing capitalism and Western imperial power politics, which act as its support. This psychological need is exacerbated and intensified under contemporary conditions. For capitalist modernity is corrosive of communal and cultural identities, of stable employment opportunities, of autonomous local and national communities, of collective welfare politics, and even, in many parts of the world, of basic subsistence rights. Furthermore, contemporary global capitalism is the agent of widening class inequalities, of rampant commodification and instrumentalism (of all things human and cultural), and of neo-colonial corporate exploitation of much of the non-Western world. Such is the breeding ground of fundamentalism in politics and popular consciousness, for which religiosity provides a ready-made vehicle. Religiosity flourishes in our world because it provides the stability of certain faith, an eternal value-system, a universal community, which functions as a permanent redoubt, and an impervious boundary against all of the risk-inducing contingencies and manifold alienations of a rapacious, Western-dominated, market-driven, corporate-owned, world.

The historical and contemporary record shows us that wherever religiosity flourishes, so too does ‘religious fundamentalism’; that is the norm. It is therefore legitimate to pose a question that the CR spiritualists do not ask. This is: what is it about the form of religious belief that promotes its negativa of ignorance, irrationalism, injustice, oppression and intolerance? Or, in simpler terms, why must religiosity be inseparable from religious fundamentalism — or why is it impossible to have one without the other, or why are they two sides of the same coin?

The answer, I suggest, is twofold. First, religious faith inescapably rests on revelation, which basically means that the faithful receive it second-hand, by virtue of the received wisdom contained in the holy books. This is fundamentally problematic, for the simple reason that the holy books, based on material provided by a number of different authors, are themselves riddled with innumerable contradictions between the various accounts of the same historical events that they describe, and are also riven with historical and other falsehoods. Consequently, the Judaeo-Christian Bible, to offer the classic example, has been shown by historians and archaeologists of antiquity, and by biblical scholars, to be not only internally discrepant, but also wrong on every historical fact of importance. Indeed, much of the historical material recounted in the Old and New Testaments has no basis in factual events.327 This is, of course, unsurprising. These texts were the product of pre-scientific cultures, populated by people who were deeply superstitious, who had little conception of natural laws, and who believed in active and continual divine intervention on the earthly terrain as a matter of course. This is why they contain much that is, from the perspective of the modern rational mindset (informed as it is by knowledge and logical methods of thought denied to the ancients), irrational, even absurd.328 As the products of specific historically-bound societies and cultures, it is also unsurprising that the holy texts are bound by the political and ethical horizons of their time and place — hence they appear morally stunted by modern enlightenment standards.

These texts were also the cobbled-together artifice of unknown individuals, who based themselves on oral traditions rather than first-hand witness, and who often wrote their own interpretations of these traditional stories generations after the reputed ‘historical’ events or facts that inspired them. For these reasons, every sensible person understands that these holy books are not truly sacred at all. They are, rather, the imperfect constructions of relatively unsophisticated and credulous minds. But there is a further problem. At the same time, it is clear that the authors of the holy texts (e.g. the Bible and the Koran), to whom God is supposed to have revealed himself, believed that they were reporting real historical events, or at least intended readers to believe they were. They certainly did not believe, as certain modern religious scholars claim, that they were using the tools of myth and metaphor and allegory to communicate merely moral rather than literal truths.

This is a problem for the simple reason that these holy books provide the doctrinal and ideological foundations of the world religions. Every generation of religious leaders, of the major church organizations, has been compelled to claim divine status for the founder texts, in order to legitimate the authority of the institutions they govern. This is necessary in order to justify the right of the world religions to legislate on matters of morality and ethical virtue. This role obviously has a specifically religious legitimation: the world religions claim to be in possession of a special knowledge (of the Word of God), which is revealed by God to humanity, and which is recorded in the founder texts. For centuries this has committed the church to defending ‘sacred lies’. And the problem with religious lies, i.e. lies that have been made sacred, is that they cannot easily be abandoned, least of all by those religious authorities that have been legitimated by them. They are, after all, God’s Word. This is why religious authorities have traditionally been driven to defend the irrational and the absurd, to construct elaborate theological justifications of the indefensible (whether factually or morally), or to terrorize opposition into silence by more mundane secular means (inquisitions, witch-hunts, book-burnings, etc.). That is why Christians insisted on the ‘literal’ truth of the Bible stories long after it was patently obvious that this kind of defence was no longer historically or intellectually respectable. That is why, in more recent times, faced with the challenge posed by enlightenment culture and scientific knowledge, ideologues of the Christian churches belatedly adopted the strategy of arguing that the Bible embodied not ‘literal’ or ‘factual’ truths, but rather ‘metaphoric’ or ‘symbolic’ truths.

This rescued modernist Christianity from the embarrassment of having to defend events falsified by historical research, and from having to rationalize the fantastic and mythical. But it did not overcome the deeper problem of allowing of a convincing defence of the ethical value of the biblical stories and fables, which was necessary in order to establish their divine status as ‘revealed’ truths. For sure, these are historical fictions, but their ‘allegoric’, ‘metaphoric’ or ‘symbolic’ value is also questionable.329 The moral meanings they symbolize are hardly sublime, since these are indisputably human-made artifices, and ones shaped, for better and for worse, within a world that has long since passed away.

This takes us to the nub. Although some enlightened modernist liberal theologians recognize that much contained in the Bible is both historical fiction and ethically problematic, this is not the perspective of the theistic elites, or most of the faithful. Why not? Because this is the holy book, the Word of God, and if it were to fall, so too would the religious traditions built on it. Since the false historical events and (by modern enlightenment standards) morally dubious traditional values laid down in the Bible have been defended for hundreds of years by the church authorities as ‘sacred truths’, they inevitably are still peddled (or, in the case of the claim for literal truths, are not actively combated) by the religious authorities, and they inevitably retain still a stubborn grip on the minds of millions of credulous grass-roots ‘fundamentalist’ Christians. For the authentically or fundamentally religious, to lose confidence in the divine status of the founder texts would empty their faith of all meaning and purpose. For this reason alone, religiosity cannot divest itself of ‘fundamentalism’.

This brings me on to the second, related, theoretical, point. Religiosity is the attribution of human-made (and historically and socio-culturally conditioned) ethical and ontological judgements to an external authority (i.e. God), which is viewed as unchallengeable precisely because it is absolute and eternal. The problem is that God-given (or God-validated) ontological and moral positions do not have the same status — i.e. as contingent, provisional, debatable, questionable, revisable, revocable, fallible postulates — as secular human-made ones. Because the judgements come from God, they are absolute, eternal, and infallible. And this means they are not open to debate or subject to democratic assent. Moreover, because the judgements are attributed to God, the author of all creation, indeed the very embodiment of absolute virtue, the faithful (if they are genuinely religious) necessarily have a profound emotional and psychological attachment to them, such that these become indispensable to their sense of psychic security. Moreover, these necessarily inspire in them a profound (indeed often messianic) commitment to ensuing that these are defended by every means against non-believers or wrong-believers.

To do otherwise is not only error, but also to live in sin, and to permit others to live in sin, and to allow non-believers and wrong-believers to encourage others to live in sin. Such is, I believe, supportive of the ‘dark side’ of religion, which the CR spiritualists regard as secondary and inessential, but which is in fact internal-and-necessary. Religious beliefs and ethics, I contend, are thus intrinsically resistant to change, intrinsically anti-democratic and intolerant of dissent, and consequently are especially conducive to fanaticism. They also legitimize submissiveness of the faithful, since the notion of absolute moral authority (that is God) ensures that disobedience is never innocent, never motivated by mere disagreement, but is by definition ‘sinfulness’. Such is what ensures that the jihads always have plenty of foot soldiers. (Such submissiveness, it might be added, is psychologically debilitating, since the notion of error as sin encourages in individual believers, and is intended to encourage in them, a profound sense of their ‘unworthiness’ or ‘debasement’ when faced with the impossible-to-emulate moral perfection that is divinity).330

Secular philosophy and ethics, by contrast, because these are self-consciously human-made, are necessarily cognizant of their provisionality, relativity, and falsifiability. Moreover, the attachments and commitments they inspire, onto-logical and ethical, though no less real, are, for the same reason, and because they are much less integral to the psychological security needs of the individual, rather less doctrinaire, purist, judgemental, inflexible and totalizing. By the same token, they are rather more open to rational sceptical disputation (and tolerant of the results). The ontological and ethical beliefs secreted by secular knowledge (such as that provided by philosophy and science) do not demand submissiveness to the authority of doctrine, and nor do these require that error and dissent be treated as motivated by wickedness. They do not demand that our human imperfections be turned into instruments of our own self-debasement. Precisely because rational secular knowledge demands that its truth-claims be interrogated at the bar of reason, subject to the dialectic of verification versus falsification, it demands of allegiants that they let go of cherished beliefs and values if these are unable to withstand the force of the better argument. ‘Question everything’, and ‘have the courage to use one’s own reason’; these more than anything else were the mottos of enlightenment. This is the exact opposite of religious knowledge. To challenge the Word of God is heresy; to challenge the propositions of science, and of a secularist human-made ethics, is merely to offer a different point of view.

This does not mean that the theism of every flesh-and-blood human being is always and everywhere unreason and reaction. Rather, it means that theism is an ideological form that is especially vulnerable to unreason and reaction, and which lacks the internal mechanisms that would avoid it. Nor does it mean that theism is capable only of producing either arid scholasticism and obscurantism or the wildest mysticism and fantasy. But it does mean that Porpora’s argument that rational secular knowledge is entirely compatible with theism is greatly overstated. This is why his examples fail, as I will now attempt to demonstrate.

First, contra Porpora, the articulation of TCR was dependent on debates within the philosophy of science, and hence on enlightenment culture more generally. The founder of TCR, Ian Barbour, was a physicist, and would have been cognizant of these debates — between pragmatism, empiricism, empirical realism, and critical rationalism. TCR could not possibly have emerged in the context of a non-secular or pre-scientific culture and society (i.e. in a culture dominated exclusively by religious ideas and symbols). Second, Porpora also goes too far in locating the dynamic of the challenge to orthodox Christianity in its own ‘critical edge’. Surely the main challenge has come from the practices and methods of science, from the high status of the scientific community in modern societies, from the success of science in explaining and manipulating the world, and from the radical enlightenment that explicitly challenged the spiritual world view? The battle lines in America today are drawn between the ‘creationists’ and the Darwinist exponents of evolutionary theory. The role of Christian self-critique has been secondary in this process. In any case, this has been motivated by the challenges posed by post-enlightenment culture and the scientific world view.

Conclusion

I conclude that Porpora is wrong to claim that moral realism requires a theist foundation. This does not mean that religious ethics should be dismissed, only that we should recognize their inherent limitations, as compromised and self-contradictory constructions. My argument is that if there are good and usable elements in theist ethics (and within the world religions certain moral concepts are undoubtedly universal — such as the prohibitions on murder and incest and false witness, for example), this is by virtue of their unrecognized or unacknowledged connection to the material reality of human-social-being-in-nature. Therefore, the task of humanist ethics is, in part, to extract the rational core of theism from the mystical shell. But, inasmuch as this is accomplished, these ethics cease to be theist, since they are returned from the supernatural realm to their rightful place. As I have argued, to surrender authority for ethical or normative concerns to God (a force above human beings) is precisely the self-alienation of which Marx speaks. For Marx, we construct moral rules, but alienate ourselves from them, by projecting them onto some supernatural entity outside the socio-historical process. These moral values and beliefs then become divinely-sanctioned dogmas, inflexible transcendental ‘truths’, which then cement the power of the priestly elites, whose self-appointed role is to interpret and administer and enforce these on our behalf. At best, religious ethics can express the grievances of the oppressed, and in this sense legitimize struggles against oppression, but they cannot provide these struggles with ideational or institutional resources that will help draw them to a successful conclusion, or bring us closer to the eudaimonic society. At worst, they are ideological resources of the oppressor and exploiter classes, which are used to roadblock or derail the struggles of the oppressed and exploited for a better world. Consequently, the moral development of society has sometimes occurred (within limits) under the auspices of theism. But more often it has occurred in spite of theism, and in opposition to theism. Thus, in the historical battles against slavery, imperialism, arbitrary doctrinal authority, and aristocratic privilege, the oppressed and downtrodden have not found anything resembling consistent theistic support in the organized religions. Moreover, in the battle for science, democratic rights, sexual liberation and socialism, the downtrodden have in the past often been met with the implacable hostility of the theistic elites of organized religion.331

Always and everywhere, however, politico-moral development has been energized by the dialectic of human struggle to release frustrated desires for autonomy and freedom from the shackles imposed by oppressive and exploitive social relations (sometimes legitimated with theistic discourse, often not). By and large, dressing up progressive social struggles in mystical imagery has imposed serious limitations on them, as history readily attests. As I have stressed in this chapter, this is because religious consciousness counteracts a clear understanding of the real conditions and possibilities of struggle by the participants, and delivers movements into the hands of ‘charismatic visionaries’ or ‘messiahs’, whose leadership qualities and ideas (because they are God-given) become unchallengeable dogmas. This is not an inherent problem of a politics and ethics informed by a scientific (i.e. materialist) understanding of humanity’s species-being, and of the constraints and enablements placed on human freedoms by the specific socio-historical environments inhabited by human agents. This offers the promise of moving from ‘is’ (fact) to ‘ought’ (value) in emancipatory theory and practice, of overcoming Marx’s dilemma of how the educators are to be educated.332

As a long line of libertarian socialist thinkers has understood perfectly well, godism allows established religion and theism ‘off the hook’. The point is that if you can believe in gods or God, you can literally believe in anything. Asserting the reality of God, and transforming this assertion into the grounds of a philosophical or ethical system, is the freeway to ‘anything goes’, to flights of speculative mystic fancy, as Bhaskar’s most recent work has unfortunately confirmed. The theistic elites of the organized religions have always understood this. This is why they have often sought to defend the ‘absurdities of miracles and communions’ by focusing on the ‘irrationality of the deists’ case’ — if we are sinners, then so are you.333 Religious authorities (and millions of those who follow them) have always known that reason and theism are opposed:334


They do not argue for their gods by the process of reason. Indeed, they cannot allow reason to enter religious discussion, for fear that it will undermine religion at its base. They are obliged to establish their religion by means of fantasy: by the ‘revelation’ of divine beings on earth, by sons of God and virgin births, by moving stars in the east, resurrections, and so on. The more preposterous the miracle, the more it assists the defenders of religion. The miracles are not just the trappings of religion. They are essential to its mass appeal.335



This is no caricature of religious sensibility, as Porpora seems to think. Nor is it a form of religious sensibility that largely belongs to a pre-modern or prerational age. Rather, this is the essence of religion, in the sense that it is a necessary part of it. Individual religious leaders and followers may be more-or-less rational, but the source of clerical power is unreason. Indeed, there is some evidence that unreason within the organized religions is in the ascendent in recent years, as the pressures for accommodation to the modern world build up. This is most obviously true, for example, of the Catholic Church under former Pope John Paul II. The embattled emphasis on ‘traditional values’ and doctrinal authoritarianism, which characterised his papacy, was accompanied with a greater-than-usual emphasis on the paraphernalia of canonizations, beatifications, martyrdoms and miracles. Thus, John Paul II ‘blessed’ more than a third of those ‘beatified’ since 1588, and bestowed saintly status on nearly as many persons as his predecessors did throughout the previous 400 years, and with hardly a murmur of protest from within the ranks of the faithful.336

Why should we provide any comfort for this whatsoever? Shelley, the militant atheist and poet, whose views had considerable influence on the young Marx, pointed out in his ‘A refutation of Deism’ (1814) that conceding the case for theism deadens our critical awareness of the absurdities of the manifold doctrines of ‘actually existing religions’, all of which are undermined by the ‘balance of probabilities’. As he rightly says:


Christianity, like all other religions, rests upon miracles, prophecies, and martyrdoms. Miracles resolve themselves into the following question: — Whether it is more probable the laws of nature … should have undergone violation, or that a man should have told a lie? … We have many instances of men telling lies; — none of an infraction of nature’s laws … It seems less credible that the God whose immensity is uncircumscribed by space, should have committed adultery with a carpenter’s wife, than that some bold knaves or insane dupes had deceived the credulous multitude. We have perpetual and mournful experience of the latter: the former is yet under dispute. History affords us innumerable examples of the possibility of the one: Philosophy has in all ages protested against the probability of the other.337



Thus, where libertarian philosophers (such as Bhaskar) seek to wrap up emancipatory politics and ethics in religious drapery, it is really of little significance that they themselves have a radically benign view of the meaning of God (universal unconditional love, etc.), for the religiosity of even the best-intentioned theistic or idealist systems are at best deflections and detractions from the work of a critical social theory of capitalist modernity, and from the goals of scientifically informed emancipatory politics. Moreover, even the best-intentioned theistic and idealist systems contain significant elements of dogmatism and sectarianism, precisely because they wish to claim for themselves moral authority, by virtue of speaking or acting in accordance with God (whose truth can be grasped on the basis of faith or revelation or appeals to intuitive wisdom).

It is of no avail attempting to distinguish between religions based on ‘externally imposed injunctions’ and those animated by internally generated motivations (as Bhaskar does) to bolster the notion of a progressive religion. This is because the fundamental point of religion is to provide incorrigible foundations for human beliefs by means of an absolute external authority (God). If, as Hartwig suggests, Bhaskar’s own theism proposes we should love our neighbour as ourselves not just because we believe … it is the will of God (externally imposed injunction) but also because we rationally will it for our own flourishing (inner conviction)’,338 this divests ethics and morality of any necessary theistic basis. As Tobin Nelhauss rightly says, ‘if we have the inner conviction, what more does adding God achieve?’339

I have attempted to demonstrate (Chapters 1 and 2) that the classical problems of theism infest Bhaskar’s own TDCR system. This not only fails to provide directional guidance for any specific emancipatory theory or politics, but actively mystifies the rational possibilities of any such liberatory theory and politics by means of its thoroughgoing idealization of human-being-in-nature. Bhaskar’s concepts of fine structure and cosmic envelope, conjoined to the notion of human creativity ex nihilo, simply dissolve the structural constraints that obstruct emancipatory struggles and consciousness. His insistence that humans are essentially God, or have godlike powers, together with his assertion that the ontological basis of reality is identity-relations, provides a dubious ‘historical guarantee’ of the eudaimonic project. This is not radically dissimilar to the dialectic of Judaeo-Christian providential history, which also promises inevitable salvation (‘pie in the sky’) for the righteous on the final ‘day of judgement’. This is the ‘opiate’ Marx famously regarded religion as providing for the alienated mass of humanity.

Bhaskar’s TDCR also actively embraces the Vedic doctrine of reincarnation (which traditionally legitimized caste-based social inequalities) and all manner of New Age fads — including the cult of the self. This is a spiritual mystification of socially and historically generated cultural values and beliefs (again a universal characteristic of theism), by virtue of which their politically and ethically retrogressive content is masked. I have already noted how Bhaskar’s spiritual turn has meant the decentring of scientific rationality and the methods of analytical philosophy, in favour of ontological speculation (dressed up as ‘esoteric wisdom’ and ‘experiential knowledge’). This too, of course, is characteristic of theism generally. By the same token, we have seen that Bhaskar’s theism is a dogmatic assertion of the reality of God, the denial of which he says is evidence of spiritual self-alienation, even irrealism. This does not square with Hartwig’s wishful attribution to FEW Bhaskar of the project of articulating a ‘philosophical outlook that can command the assent both of the religious and non-religious in the movement for an ecologically sustainable post-slave order’.340

Bhaskar’s spiritual triumphalism is simply incompatible with alliance-building between the religious and non-religious, because it is proposed on the terrain of the spiritual and theistic. This philosophically unfounded godism (together with the uncharitable and equally unfounded dismissal of non-believers) is also a general characteristic of theism. Moreover, despite Bhaskar’s intention to articulate a spirituality that is capable of synthesizing the plurality of religious faiths, in practice his philosophy privileges specific religious traditions (especially Christianity, but in a lesser key Hinduism and Buddhism refracted through New Age) over others (Islam and Judaism). The former are viewed as higher levels of the soul’s spiritual odyssey towards the reunification of the ‘God without’ and the ‘God within’. This kind of moral sectarianism is hardly conducive even to spiritual bridge-building amongst religious believers. But, again, it is quite characteristic of theist thought.341

But, whatever the limitations of Bhaskar’s theism, what is of greater significance here is the wider impact of religionism and spiritualism on society where the left as well as the right starts playing around with it. The point is, if the left goes ‘spiritual’ in an attempt to outflank the right, doing so is quite likely to strengthen the hold of other less benign forms of speculative mystical thought, such as the doctrinal conservative theistic forms of the world religions, which continue to influence the moral parameters of billions.342 This is tantamount to bolstering not only repressive doctrinal morality, but also antireason and superstition (e.g. all the mythical stories and fables of Christianity, which are established as infallible truths).

There is, in fact, a necessary connection between the moral/political authoritarianism and right-wing conservatism of the clerical elites of the world religions and their assiduous peddling of religious fantasy, mysticism and unreason. I have suggested that the latter deadens critical faculties, discourages a sober examination of social reality (including religious authority), and licenses passivity and escapism, which is conducive to power. Again, the clearest example of this relationship at work is to be found within the contemporary Catholic Church. Under the late John Paul II’s papacy, the much-accelerated resort to bestowing martyrdoms, beatifications and canonizations, and to sanctioning miracles, has had a clear political focus and rationale. This was to boost fascistic-leaning ethno-nationalist currents in strategically important parts of the globe that profess allegiance to Catholicism (so as to extend the global influence of the Church), and to rehabilitate various fascist sympathizers or collaborators within the Church (so as to tilt the balance of authority in the Vatican even further in the direction of the conservative centralizers around the Pope).343

The bottom line, I conclude, is this. If the left starts talking about God, the real beneficiaries may well be the forces of global reaction, who wish to sanctify their own absolute secular authority with appeal to absolute divine authority. Marx understood this better than anyone, and this was one good reason he was an ontological materialist. This means a legitimate role of critical philosophy and socialist propaganda is to combat religiosity (for reasons outlined in this chapter). Marxists should not be tempted by the ‘philistinism and opportunism of the petty bourgeois … or liberal intellectual, who … is guided, not by the interests of the class struggle, but by petty … calculations such as: not to offend, not to repel, not to frighten; and who is governed by the wise rule: “Live and let live”’.344

But this critique of religion should be on the terrain of ideology rather than practical politics (e.g. through the publication of educational materials). Atheism should not be a formal requirement of membership of revolutionary socialist organisations, since the ideological struggle against religiosity is secondary to the practical ‘development of the class struggle’,345 which itself stands the best chance of weaning workers from their religious sensibilities. To be clear, this is not a general Althusserian-type argument for the separation of ideological and material-class spheres of struggle under conditions of late capitalism (which is of course unsustainable). Rather, it is based on the specific recognition that many religious progressives are natural allies of secular socialists in the battle against global capitalism and corporate governance, and should therefore be integrated into secular anti-capitalist movements.

Abandoning religious beliefs should not be a formal condition of membership of revolutionary socialist organizations, not least because those who are most likely to embrace such beliefs are precisely the most oppressed and powerless members of society, who are the natural constituency of socialist politics and struggles. Nor should religious progressives be deterred from joining socialist parties by anti-religious sectarianism. As Marx rightly says, the appeal of religion for the downtrodden and oppressed (and those who wish to resist oppression) is explainable in terms of the social and material conditions (i.e. class structures) that perpetuate human alienation. Therefore, the primary task of socialist politics and organizations should be to combat the source of religious ideology and consciousness in these real-world structures, rather than engage in propaganda against the ‘vale of illusions’ these structures have generated.346

However, on the other hand, it is also quite correct that atheism should be part of the formal political ideology of socialist organizations, since religiosity is an obstacle to emancipatory politics.347 Religious criticism performs the important function of, as Marx puts it, tearing ‘up the imaginary flowers from the chain’. This is ‘not so that man shall wear the unadorned, bleak chain’. Rather, this is


so that he will shake off the chain and pluck the living flower. The criticism of religious disillusions man to make him think and act and shape his reality like a man who has been disillusioned and has come to reason, so that he will revolve round himself and therefore round his true sun.348



This is likely to deter only those religionists whose ‘commitments’ to worldly emancipation are insecure (or of less interest or importance to them than ‘spiritual’ freedom or worshipful subordination to a cosmic super-subject), or whose theist beliefs are simply dogmatic (and hence unable to cope with the challenge posed by the Marxian and CR critique of theism). The oppressed and downtrodden under capitalism (and those progressives who identify with them) will be attracted to socialism and to secular liberatory movements more generally, irrespective of their religious or other beliefs, because these offer the prospect of their human emancipation. So religious progressives are rightly comrades of materialists and atheists and agnostics in socialist parties and liberatory social movements. But the class struggle in particular (and social struggle for justice more generally) is ultimately the practical arbiter of the adequacy of secular-socialist versus religiously inspired conceptions of reality and emancipatory projects of social transformation.


Conclusion

 

 

 

 

Bhaskar’s TDCR and MR philosophies are an imaginative and ambitious attempt to draw together into a new synthesis a range of philosophical and theistic traditions from East and West (including the great world religions, New Age spiritualism, modern science and rationality, and New Left). The purpose of this synthesis is undoubtedly to break down the socio-cultural fetters that have prevented these traditions from engaging with each other and to develop a unitary philosophy of dialectical spiritual enlightenment that articulates the humanist aspirations of the global multitude for freedom from oppressive master-slave type structures. Bhaskar remains a philosopher of the left, of alienation and its transcendence, and an opponent of capitalist modernity and all forms of oppression. The purpose of TDCR/MR is thus far from academic, but is rather to philosophically affirm the real possibility of a de-alienated human existence on a global scale. Unusually, even for a philosopher of the left, Bhaskar remains convinced (and rightly so) that human emancipation (defined in Marxian terms as the ‘free-flourishing of each and all’ in a post-class socialist order) is not only materially possible but also absolutely necessary if humanity is to survive beyond the twenty-first century.

Bhaskar affirms the necessity of de-alienation by virtue of his re-enchantment of reality. His synthesis constitutes an ontological spiritualization and idealization of being (as inherently harmonious and thus supportive of emancipatory projects). Negativity (demi-reality), for TDCR/MR Bhaskar, is but a ripple on the surface of an underlying positivity (universal selfless solidarity). Human agents are conceived as Promethean super-subjects, already free and enlightened (but self-deceived to the contrary), who are oppressed only by virtue of their own free will choices. Oppressive social structures are sustained only by errors and illusions of consciousness, and are parasitic on the transcendental universal good. Initially, TDCR Bhaskar attempted to substantiate his Promethean super-humanism and underlying re-enchantment of reality by establishing human beings as God or emergent forms of God. Later, with the onset of his MR philosophy, the concepts of fine structure and cosmic envelope, and of human ground-state properties, performed the same role. For Bhaskar, non-duality in everyday human practices and experiences is manifested wherever we seek to identify with ourselves or someone or something else. It is a moment when we are one with ourselves or someone else — a moment of total understanding or connectivity, or of absolute solidarity. These relations of co-presence are, he claims, absolutely fundamental to our human-being-in-nature, upon which everything else is based. These relations of co-presence are possible because the world is fundamentally non-dual. As Bhaskar himself asserts: ‘There’s not a social phenomenon — I’d like to challenge you to find one — that isn’t sustained by love.’1

Unfortunately, for reasons discussed in this book, TDCR/MR is not capable of advancing the critical or liberatory goals intended by its author. Bhaskar’s initial reconstruction of his CR philosophy as theology embroiled it in the traditional philosophical problems associated with theist discourse (God-talk). With the shift to a theist problematic, the regulatory function of science and rationality was drastically decentred in favour of a greatly enhanced role for ontological speculation, appeals to subjective experience, and over-reliance on ‘logical’ proofs, in legislating on ontological matters. The godism of TDCR is thus inconsistent with the rational demands of analytical philosophy, and consequently envelops the system in mysticism and obscurantism. Bhaskar’s godism also underwrites modes of spiritualism or ‘religious sensibility’ (notably New Age and the Vedantic doctrine of reincarnation), which at best are politically or ethically ambivalent (and hence of no practical utility in assisting the project of human emancipation), and which at worst are simply retrogressive (and hence obstructive of liberatory practices).

Although Bhaskar suggested his subsequent abandonment of God-talk in his MR philosophy rendered his ontological position ‘ultimately materialist’, and hence conducive to secularists and atheists, the idealization and spiritualization of being that characterized his theism was preserved. The new concepts of fine structure and cosmic envelope functioned as obscure redescriptions of God, which if anything radicalized the mysticism of the system. Bhaskar’s notion that cosmic envelope and fine structure denotes the deeper alethic truth of being, which is precisely selfless unity (elsewhere described as unconditional love), undoubtedly continued to attribute the properties of a cosmic super-subject (in reality an idealized humanity) to the natural world. In his MR writings, Bhaskar did not withdraw from any of the TDCR positions introduced in his FEW, but instead attempted to demonstrate the necessity of affirming them with resort to transcendental deductions. Whereas in FEW, Bhaskar affirmed that spiritual and meditative practices (the ‘dialectics of inaction’) provided specialized techniques for unifying the ‘God within’ with the ‘God without’, in his MR writings, he affirmed that ‘total identity relations’ between subjective and objective reality were presupposed in every human practice or activity, from the mundane to the sublime. Alas, this conceptual move simply threw into sharp relief the insubstantial philosophical foundations upon which the TDCR system had been constructed, since the transcendental arguments that were supposed to demonstrate the reality of fine structure and cosmic envelope were both cursory and radically indecisive.

Bhaskar’s Promethean super-humanism, which is also legitimated by God-talk, also effectively dissolves the socio-cultural fetters on the eudaimonic project. This obscures a clear diagnosis of social ills, and offers no guidance to how these may be materially overcome. This also functions to provide a dubious ‘historical guarantee’ of human emancipation. Bhaskar’s dialectic of freedom collapses into Hegelian-style historical teleologism or endism. But Bhaskar’s TDCR is also manifestly discontinuous with the central concepts of the CR and DCR systems. These discontinuities are denied by Bhaskar, and by his supporters, but are real. In large measure they stem from the ontological idealism that resides at the core of the new philosophy (as do the internal conceptual and logical defects).

There are many strands of irrealism in the philosophy of MR. First, TDCR/MR marks a departure most obviously from SEPM, which has diminished the ‘under-labourer’ role of philosophy argued for by CR Bhaskar. It is this that has licensed the Bhaskarian imagination to assert the ontological reality of all manner of ideal-objects, none of which can be substantiated by the methods of analytical philosophy or the evolving knowledge-base of the empirical sciences. Second, the God-concept of TDCR (later redefined as the cosmic envelope of MR), and the derivative concept of the discarnate soul (the subject of reincarnation), are manifestly incompatible with the CR concepts of stratification and emergence, and with the negative dialectics of DCR — since this collapses the system into the error of monovalence. Third, the reinterpretation of socio-historical being as the domain of the demi-real, as parasitic on a deeper ontological level of generalized co-presence, and as sustained by errors and illusions resulting from the voluntary exercise of human free will, undermines the TMSA (the centrepiece of the CR social ontology).

Finally, this latter move also marks Bhaskar’s radical break with any kind of materialist social science, such as Marx’s socio-historical materialism. This sustains a dialectic of emancipation (eudaimonia) that is detached from sociological analysis of the constraints and enablements of socio-cultural forms and from a scientifically informed humanism. In sharp contrast to Bhaskar’s transcendental humanism, which cannot (as he intends) substantiate the eudaimonic project, I have tried to show that Marx’s naturalistic socio-historically informed humanism is capable of ontologically grounding (and theoretically substantiating) emancipatory political practices. Unlike Bhaskar’s eudaimonia, Marx’s communism is no ‘ideal-utopia’, but is rather a ‘concrete-utopia’, since it is practically accomplishable by virtue of socio-historical development of the productive forces under the auspices of capitalist modernity. In fact, Bhaskar’s transcendental humanism marks a regression of critical philosophy to the types of voluntarist-idealism characteristic of classical German rationalism, which Marx himself flirted with in his youthful writings, before decisively abandoning it in his mature work.

Now Bhaskar wishes to affirm that ontological idealism (i.e. theism and godism) is the necessary foundation of CR/DCR philosophy and of liberatory politics. Other CR writers (such as the CR spiritualists — Archer, Collier and Porpora) would deny there is a necessary ‘spiritual’ dimension to realist philosophy, but nonetheless insist that Bhaskar is correct to spiritualize the ontological grounds of ethical right-action in society. Despite Bhaskar’s later substitution for God-talk of the concepts of ‘fine structure’ and ‘cosmic envelope’, the theist content of the system remained undiminished, since these amounted to redescriptions of some kind of cosmic-super-subject or super-consciousness. But I have argued in this book that the root-source of the irrealism and unreason of Bhaskar’s TDCR/MR is precisely its absolute idealism. To substantiate this point, I have sought to demonstrate that the philosophical errors of TDCR/MR (mysticism, obscurantism, illogic, intuitive triumphalism, dogmatism, etc.) are characteristic of theist discourses more generally. Absolute idealism, in its typical forms, I suggest, is bad philosophy, and unavoidably so. Moreover, I have tried to demonstrate that the characteristic problems of religionism (dogmatism and moral authoritarianism — rule on the basis of faith and revelation, sectarianism, anti-scientism, unreason, messianism, political and ethical ambivalence, etc.) are not mere contingencies, but are internal-and-necessary to such ‘spiritualistic’ discourses and modes of consciousness.

This renders Bhaskar’s attempt to synthesize theism with left emancipatory philosophy not only self-defeating but (if we take it seriously) politically disabling as well. This is because Bhaskar’s TDCR/MR philosophy shares many of the traditional problems of theist philosophy. Religious sensibility, or theism, I have argued, is antithetical to liberatory politics, because it is based on intellectual error (the self-alienated surrender of moral authority for human affairs to a non-human power, which then sanctifies the rule of secular and priestly elites). By contrast, Marx’s naturalistic humanism, which is consistent with the findings of the sciences, provides a better ontological ground for a universal ethics of right-action and for the eudaimonic goals of Bhaskar’s own philosophy. Or such is my argument.

This does not mean that a reasonable theist philosophy is impossible. The theism of the CR spiritualists is a case in point. Whatever we may wish to make of the efficacy of its ontological arguments, and of its methods of analysis, this can hardly be seen as sharing the characteristic errors of the religiosity of the world religions, or indeed of Bhaskar’s TDCR/MR systems. However, a case can be made that the theism of the CR spiritualists is at least rational only by virtue of the authors’ strenuous attempts to subject it to the disciplines and rigours of the CR philosophy of science. The CR spiritualists are not theologians or religious scholars. They are academic philosophers and social scientists, and they bring the methods of secular analytical philosophy and scientific inquiry to the task of defending a religious epistemology that affirms a God and a faith of unconditional love. Unfortunately, much popular and theistic and institutional religiosity is unbound by these constraints. Despite the CR spiritualists severe (and I would say one-sided) critique of enlightenment, their religiosity is a strenuous effort to live up to its stringent demand to interrogate all knowledge-claims before the bar of reason. But a case can be made that the very ‘reasonableness’ of this CR artifice obscures the fact that ‘actually existing religiosity’ outside the academy is necessarily anything but rational, and furthermore misleads us into imagining that ‘actually existing religiosity’ can be divested of its ‘fundamentalist’ (i.e. literalist, repressive and discriminatory forms).

In any case, I have tried to demonstrate that the theism of the CR spiritualists is, in the end, unsuccessful. The CR spiritualists do demonstrate that the issue of God’s reality is a properly meaningful question of rational knowledge and of CR philosophy, although they do not establish that God is defensible by virtue of the epistemic fallacy (if that is their intention). However, the CR spiritualists do not: (1) establish the equal rationality of religious belief and religious disbelief on the grounds of scientific/philosophical argument/evidence; (2) demonstrate that personal experience (religious or secular) is a defensible ground for affirming either religious belief or disbelief; or (3) formulate good enough reasons for affirming natural theology’s defence of the concept of a cosmic designing intelligence at work in the world, or for regarding revealed religious knowledge as trustworthy. Nor do they: (4) successfully subject the rival atheist or secularist world view to the ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’; or (5) establish the plausibility or persuasiveness of their own specific theory of God, on the grounds of either religious experience or revealed religious knowledge.

For these sorts of reasons (i.e. the philosophical shortcomings and contradictions of theism), the agnosticism of some CR scholars — i.e. the position that ontological idealism is as rationally defensible as ontological materialism — fails. But this ‘realist agnosticism’ also fails because the logic of science is intrinsically materialist, and science (unlike theological speculation) is a tried-and-tested method of acquiring rational knowledge of the world. Ontological materialism is inductively rational (unlike ontological idealism), because it is empirically corroborated by the findings of science at various strata of being. Moreover, ontological materialism is not undermined by the conceptual and logical and ethical problems that have undermined ontological idealism. This provides us with ‘good enough’ reasons (albeit fallible and contingent ones) for affirming the former and disputing the latter. But since metaphysical materialism itself fails where it is applied mechanically and reductively, this demonstrates the explanatory efficacy of the ‘emergentist’ dialectical materialism of the classical Marxist tradition. Realist philosophy, I conclude, must be consistent with materialist dialectics.
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    1 Kant’s critical idealism did not dispute the reality of material things. But these were placed beyond the reach of human knowledge, as unknowable ‘things-in-themselves’. Instead, human categories of understanding (space, time, causality) were seen as rational constructions imposed on the meaningless flux of sensory experience, so that the world of human experience (the only world we can know) was a product of the human mind. Hegel’s objective idealism disputed the ‘subjective’, ‘pluralistic’ and ‘empirical’ orientation of Kant’s critical idealism. Knowable reality, Hegel asserted, was not the product of finite minds, but was the product of one objective mind (Absolute Spirit), which was at work in the subjective rationality of humans and in the objective rationality of nature.
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    7 The most recent ‘spiritual’ incarnation of Bhaskar’s thought — the philosophy of MR — might appear to challenge this argument, since Bhaskar now wishes to assert that the ultimate categorial structure of being is not God but the ‘cosmic envelope’. So it would appear that absolute idealism need not necessarily lead to theism. However, if one examines what Bhaskar means by the ‘cosmic envelope’, it would seem that the concept performs an identical function to that of God in the earlier TDCR system (the binding force of ‘unconditional love’, absolute creativity, freedom and enlightenment). In short, Bhaskar’s ‘ultimatum’ appears suspiciously godlike. But what of the reverse possibility - that a system of theism cannot always be fitted into the ontological idealist perspective? Consider, for example, the case of Thomism, the dominant philosophical tradition of the Roman Catholic Church, based on Aquinas’s adaptation of Aristotle’s philosophy. This is often characterized as not fitting neatly into the idealist, materialist or dualist positions. But, despite its ambiguity, in substance, Thomism is a form of ontological idealism. Aquinas holds (like most medieval theologians) that we cannot say anything positive about God. God is defined in terms of negatives: He is not enmattered, exists outside finitude, is unbounded by space and time, is not composed of potentiality and actuality. For Aquinas, God exists objectively, independently of the world; and the ‘sensible things’ that we access through the senses are both self-existent and ideas in God’s mind. This is ambiguous: are self-existent things material or ideal? It is acceptable, I think, to hold that, for Aquinas, they are real but immaterial, because Aquinas understands by ‘matter’ simply something that has intelligible meaning. But, in any case, Aquinas argued that God was the ‘efficient cause’ of the world. God is the Creator, and is not matter. It is unclear to me how this can be anything other than a species of objective idealism.
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  40 Marx and Engels (1975), pp. 168–69. Hartwig (2001t) would dismiss Engels’ argument (and my endorsement of it), on the grounds that it is ‘positivistic’ and ‘scientistic’, positing a crude linear march of progress of scientific knowledge. Hartwig also takes me to task for my approval of Engels’ ‘militaristic’ language. But, even accepting the validity of Hartwig’s first objection (which can certainly be argued with: if ‘scientism’ means that science and a scientifically-informed philosophy is a better route to knowledge than speculative theology, I am happy to call myself ‘scientistic’), Engels’ fundamental point stands. For the development of scientific knowledge and reason has undercut the rational basis of the old anthropomorphic Judaeo-Christian God, and forced the less dogmatic of theists to embrace the hands-off God of the ‘final instance’, or ‘root stratum’, or even (in the case of some modernist theologians) to suggest that God should not be seen as literal truth, but as metaphor for higher moral values. As for Engels’ ‘militaristic’ terminology, this is entirely appropriate, given the fact that religion has declared itself at war with science, only calling a halt to the outright persecution of scientists and free thinkers when it became clear the war was going badly; yet this is a war that still rumbles on in a lesser key.

  41 No one who has read the Judaeo-Christian Bible with a critical eye can fail to notice its gross moral shortcomings. Here God is continuously referred to as ‘angry’, ‘jealous’ and ‘vengeful’, and seems driven by the obsessive psychological need to be worshipped by mortal souls, and for the faithful to prove absolutely their blind loyalty to his service. Thus, Abraham is instructed to prove his devotion (or rather ‘fear’) of God by murdering his own son Isaac (Genesis 22:1–13), and God’s first three commandments ‘are all variations of the same one, in which god insists on his own primacy and exclusivity, forbids the making of graven images, and prohibits the taking of his own name in vain’ (Hitchens, 2007, p. 98). These prohibitions are evidently more important than those that outlaw murder, theft, adultery and perjury, since these are lower down in the pecking order of transgressions (Exodus 20:1–16). This God demands absolute subordination of his people to his earthly rulers, whose authority is evidently sacred, so much so that even cursing them is contrary to law (Exodus 22:28). For this God, the institution of slavery is acceptable, since certain of his commandments specify its regulations — such as the correct price for the buying and selling of males, females and children of various ages, plus the rule that the slave must be set free after six years, unless he wishes to remain in bondage, in which case he must become a slave for life (Leviticus 27:3–7).

This God is not consistent in upholding his own commandments barring killing and theft, however, since he sanctions human sacrifice (of enemies and community members alike), the murder of civilian prisoners of war, and he gives precise instructions on how the Israelites are to divide up the loot stolen from their defeated foes (Joshua 6:21; Judges 11:10–31, 35, 39; Leviticus 27:28–28; Samuel 15:1–3). This is a God of retributive justice and repressive patriarchal sexual prohibition: execution by stoning is the penalty for virtually every offence, including adultery and homosexuality and other sexual misdemeanours (Leviticus 20), and to even have ‘lustful’ or ‘covetous’ thoughts for another’s wife (along with his ‘other property’) is contrary to another of the commandments (Exodus 20:17). This God thus views females as the property of males (fathers and husbands), of equivalent status to livestock, and as disposable objects of sexual exploitation (Exodus 20:40; Genesis 19:5–8; Judges 19:23–26). Consequently, there are specific commandments regarding the sale of daughters and wives (Exodus 21:7–8). This God has a tendency to lose his temper rather a lot, when confronted with the errant behaviour of his flock, and is eager to ‘teach a lesson’ to anyone and everyone who does not toe the line, sometimes even chastising the children of wrongdoers up to the ‘third and fourth generations’ (Exodus 20:5) — a classic example of indiscriminate collective punishment.

This God is to be found visiting all manner of horrors on the enemies of his people (and his own people in response to transgressions from his Word and Law real or imagined). ‘If you will not obey my commands … I will bring disaster on you — incurable diseases and fevers that will make you blind and cause your life to waste away … Your hunger will be so great that you will eat your own children’ (Leviticus 26:14–29). This includes, of course, the great flood, various plagues on the land of Egypt, and the handing over of the land of Israel to successive foreign imperial states such as Babylonia and Assyria (Chronicles 36:5–7, 36:13–20; Exodus 7:16–25, 8:1–32, 9:1–35, 10:1–20, 11:1–6; Genesis 6:11–22; Isaiah 10:15, 20:17; Kings 15:28–29, 17:3–7, 18:11–14, 24:1–2, 24:10–16, 25:–4). This God’s greatest crime, however, is that of genocide — his sanctioning of the colonization of the Holy Land by the Israelites, and the extermination of the indigenous inhabitants (Deuteronomy 20; Exodus 21:2–3, 34:10–14; Joshua 6:20–21). Here God orders the utter destruction of the Hittites, Amorites, Jebusites, Canaanites and Midianites. However, in fairness to God, he does seem to make an exception for some of the female Midianites: ‘Kill every boy and kill every woman who has had sexual intercourse, but keep alive for yourselves all the girls and all the women who are virgins’ (Numbers 31:15–18). Apparently God wanted the Israelites to take the virgins as concubines and slaves, though it is also possible that he was reserving them to be offered up as burnt offerings. This God seems to enjoy ‘earthly pleasures’, even partaking in his share of the spoils of the conquest of Palestine, taking for himself cattle, virgins and other assets (Numbers 31:25–30).

Lest anyone believe that I am indulging in Judaism-bashing, I will add that this kind of behaviour pertains not only to the ‘unreformed’ God of the Old Testament, but also to the more ‘touchy feely’ Christian God of the New Testament. He too is a despot, even though he is more inclined than the old God to speak of love and forgiveness — yet the old God also claimed to be loving and compassionate and as having to chastise in order to be kind (Exodus 34:6–7). God Mark II, according to Jesus and St Paul, ordains the destruction of Jerusalem (promising things will be particularly bad for ‘mothers with little babies’), and introduces for good measure the idea of ‘eternal damnation’ or ‘eternal destruction’ in the fires of hell or at the hands of his angels for sinners and non-believers (Luke 21:22–23; Matthew 13:41–42; Thessalonians 1:7–9). This latter innovation (hellfire) became the inspiration for the medieval and early modern Christian practice of burning heretics at the stake.
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  60 Dawkins (1986), p. 141; Dawkins (2006), pp. 77–109; Dennett (1996), pp. 28–34; Siegel (1986), pp. 11–12. Here is a summary of the chief contradictions of the various theological ‘proofs’ of God’s existence.

(1) Arguments from infinite regress. The arguments from ‘infinite regress’ (formulated most famously by Thomas Aquinas) are threefold. First, there is the concept of the ‘unmoved mover’: everything that moves must have been moved by something. But, if this is so, if the infinite regress is to be avoided, there must be a prime mover, and that prime mover can only be God. Second, there is the concept of the ‘uncaused cause’: all things that exist must have been caused by something else (nothing is self-determining), therefore (to avoid regress ad infinitum) we have to admit a first cause, which must be God. Finally, there is the ‘cosmological argument’: the material world undoubtedly exists, but since there must have been a time prior to its existence, the material world must have been brought into existence by something non-material, which must be God. As Dawkins (2006, p. 77) observes:


All of these arguments rely upon the idea of a regress and invoke God to terminate it. [But] they make the entirely unwarranted assumption that God is immune to the regress. Even if we allow the dubious luxury of arbitrarily conjuring up a terminator to an infinite regress and giving it a name, simply because we need one, there is absolutely no reason to endow that terminator with any of the properties ascribed to God: omnipotence, omniscience, goodness, creativity of design, to say nothing of such human attributes as listening to prayers, forgiving sins and reading innermost thoughts.



One may legitimately inquire of Aquinas, if everything that moves must have a mover, and if all effects must have causes, then so too must the being that is ‘God’? This is the logical problem of Aquinas’s reasoning, which would seem to concede that the regress may indeed be infinite. But if it is true that a terminator is needed to halt the regress, one could just as well invoke a ‘big bang singularity’ (Dawkins, 2006, p. 78) as the source or mover of everything. Or one could suggest that it is not yet possible (and perhaps never will be) to identify the nature (physical or non-physical, God or otherwise) of the ‘prime mover’ or ‘first cause’.

(2) The ontological argument. The argument from ‘ontology’ boils down to the following logical chain of reasoning. (i) It is possible to conceive of a being which is greater than all existing or possible things. (ii) Such an absolute being is therefore conceivable — it exists in the human mind. (iii) But if a perfect being, which exists in the human mind, did not also exist outside in the real world, it would be less than perfect by virtue of its non-existence — a non-existent thing is, by definition, imperfect, whereas an existent thing is conceivably perfect. (iv) If a perfect being does not exist in reality, and is therefore imperfect, this would render the idea of a perfect being in the human mind imperfect — an existing perfect being must be more perfect than its idea. (v) This is self-contradictory, because a perfect idea (or idea of a perfect being) cannot be erroneous, and it cannot be greater than its object; therefore, the object of that perfect idea or conception of perfection (i.e. God) must be real. In case this is not clear, the whole artifice may be summarized more economically as follows. One can imagine a perfect being. Therefore a perfect being exists in the mind. If a perfect being exists in the mind, it must also exist in reality, otherwise how could it exist in the mind? The most perfect being imaginable can only be one that exists in reality. Anything less would be less than perfection, so in contradiction with the idea of perfection.

This is the epistemic fallacy — the derivation of real-objects from ideal-objects — as if the existence of the former can be derived from (in this case tortured) logical necessity alone. This reduces to a word game that reaches its conclusion without the slightest acquaintance with ‘a single piece of data from the real world’ (Dawkins, 2006, p. 82). This artifice also rests on the peculiar notion that what exists must be more perfect than that which does not exist. This is senseless. An object (say a tree or a watch) that does not exist cannot be said to be less perfect than one that does. The property of ‘lesser perfection’ cannot be attributed to that which does not exist, or which has ceased to exist, for the obvious reason that whatever is non-existent possesses no properties at all, other than nothingness (which is not really a ‘property’ at all). Existents can be compared only with other existents (even if the other existents are only ideal-objects).

There are more problems. How do we know that we are capable of imagining a perfect being? If what we take to be the Ideal is anything but, because humans, as finite creatures, cannot imagine perfection, then the tortuous logic collapses. Even if we suppose that humans can at least conceive of a perfect being, why must we endorse Anselm’s claim that ideal-objects must have real-world correlates and are necessarily less perfect than real-objects? I can imagine myself flying across the galaxies in a time-space capsule, but as far as I know such a device is beyond the capability of human science. I can imagine myself hooked up with what I would take to be the perfect woman. She would be the perfect physical specimen, incomparably beautiful and sexy, dazzlingly intelligent, sublimely kind and gentle, up for the hanky-panky at my convenience, ageless and yet utterly devoted to me. Unfortunately, such a woman does not exist in the real world.

(3) The argument from finitude. The argument from finitude starts from the idea that we perceive variations or degrees of difference in the world of things and people. Some objects are more beautiful than others. Some things are more useful to us than others. Some people are more intelligent than others. Some people are more virtuous than others. Some statements are more truthful than others. But nothing (neither objects nor people) possess maximal or absolute qualities — whether of goodness, truth, beauty, or so on. Yet we (humans) necessarily make judgements of degrees of finitude against the yardstick or measuring rod of the infinite. We rank ourselves and others by comparison with an Ideal (absolute or maximal state), since imperfection or finitude is comprehensible only by comparison with its contrary. Because the world of things and people is imperfect (there are no ideal-beings on earth), and because we can know this only by comparison with an ideal-state, this leads us to the logical conclusion that there must be an ideal or perfect or infinite ‘something’ that is the source of our conceptions about it, which sets the standard against which we measure ourselves and all things.

One logical problem with this is that we can set it on its head and draw the opposite conclusion. Since we can know or measure our higher qualities (goodness, truth, beauty, intelligence, etc.) only in comparison with a standard of absolute or maximal negativity (evil, falsity, repulsiveness, stupidity, etc.), then God must be the owner of these negative properties. If we are to infer the perfection of God simply from the fact that we humans measure and grade things against an ideal of perfection, it follows that God ought to possess every form of perfect property we can imagine — perfect evil, perfect foolishness, perfect ignorance, etc. And why infer the reality of God’s absolute goodness or truth simply from the fact that we can conceive absolute goodness or truth? Why not equally infer from the fact we can conceive absolute wickedness that God must be utterly wicked? This chain of reasoning is only as good as its starting point (the coherence and ‘aboutness’ of the concept of infinitude), which is disputable. This hinges on the assumption that our value-judgements or conceptions of infinity (whether of positiva or negativa) are coherently or meaningfully formulated (yet it is impossible to define infinitude non-tautologically) and on the reliability of the premise that these correspond to real ontological properties of being (no one has or can observe infinitude). The ideal of perfection may simply be a product of the human mind. Perfection may not exist in reality. The human ideal of perfection may not be a genuine absolute, but rather culturally conditioned and limited. In fact, when we distinguish between degrees of some property, such as goodness, we are perhaps always dealing with degrees or relativities in comparison with other (higher or lower) degrees or relativities. Our ideals of perfection may be intrinsically incapable of grasping perfection in any absolute ontological sense.

(4) The argument from universal assent. The argument for God’s existence from universal assent is also relatively easy to dispose of. The basic idea here is that since human beings throughout history, irrespective of cultural context, have believed in God, there must be some substance to this belief, which can be accounted for only by accepting that God has made himself known to humanity throughout the ages. There are three problems here. First, it is politically dangerous to equate agreement with truth. For example, if the UN Security Council had agreed that it was permissible for the US Government to attack and colonize Iraq, this would not have made it the right thing to do, politically or ethically. Second, human beings have also held atheist views since ancient times, which have found expression in a rich variety of philosophical traditions (Drachmann, 1977; Thrower, 1971), and so ‘universal assent’ is not quite so universal as theologians would have us believe. Why not hold that the universal disbelief in God proves the case for objective materialism? Finally, although it is undoubtedly (and trivially) true that religious people throughout the ages have believed in a God or gods, this is as far as agreement goes, and so this ‘transcendental proof’ of God’s existence gives us no guidance on which (if any) gods or faiths should be regarded as authentic, and so no support whatsoever for any specific concept of God.

(5) The ‘teleological argument’, or argument from design. The argument for God’s existence from design (or improbability) has been the cornerstone of theology since it was formulated by Aquinas in the Middle Ages. It is the most powerful of the theistic rationalisations of God. And it is still regarded as defensible, even persuasive, by many theologians today. Indeed, a revamped cosmological version of the argument has recently been put forward by the CR spiritualists (Archer et al., 2004). Consequently, I will consider it in greater detail than the other theological arguments that purport to demonstrate God’s reality.

In its classical form, the argument from design has a little more substance to it than the argument from universal assent. Nonetheless, it is indefensible. The basic argument here is simply that the self-evident systemic order of the world cannot have occurred by mere random chance, but presupposes a conscious designer. Just as we know that a watch must have been created according to the conscious design of a watchmaker, we know that the infinitely more complex design of the world (even universe) must have been conceived by some kind of supermind or rational consciousness par excellence. There are four defects with this kind of reasoning.

First, it rests on the mere presupposition that complex designs presuppose a more complex designer, which of course Darwinian materialism has refuted. We know, from Darwinian science, that higher order and design can emerge from the causal interactions of mindless structures of matter that are more basic and primitive, so there is no need to invoke a conscious creator.

Second, it depends on an illegitimate inference from the human world to the rest of inorganic and organic nature. We know, for example, that a motor car presupposes a conscious human designer, because we understand our own human capacities for creative labour to produce artefacts, are acquainted beforehand with the social relations that have made motor vehicles commonplace and are knowledgeable of the technology that is required to produce motor cars. But we are not acquainted with the ‘mind’ responsible for designing the universe, this being beyond our finite comprehension, and so it cannot be demonstrated that the existence of the universe presupposes a conscious designer or artificer. That is to say, none of us have seen God design the cosmos, or have any idea how God might have accomplished this feat, but we all understand that human beings in specific social relations are capable of manufacturing motor cars.

Third, to render the classical argument from design theoretically defensible would require that we possess some rational means of establishing that the universe is indeed (as God’s artifice) perfectly designed. But, of course, this is logically impossible to demonstrate. This is because we have experience of only one universe, and so cannot make comparisons with others that are (or could be) more or less perfect. We know the universe must have been designed, argues the theist, because it is perfectly ordered and structured. And if the universe was designed, continues the theist, it must have had a conscious designer — i.e. God. But we cannot know that the design of the universe is perfect, except by comparing it with another universe that is less perfect, which is impossible because we live in this universe, and have no knowledge of any other. Conversely, I know when a watch has not been ‘perfectly’ designed, because it does not keep the water out as other watches do of the same type, or runs slower or quicker than watches of an alternative design. But I cannot know whether the universe is imperfectly designed, because I am cosmically incapable of knowing what ‘purposes’ its design serves, or whether it could fulfil these ‘purposes’ rather better than it does. Finally, as David Hume rightly pointed out, even if the teleological argument was sufficient to demonstrate that nature is designed by a governing intelligence, this would not constitute evidence of the existence of the specific godlike qualities of God that are attributed to him by the various world religions. It would not, for example, count as any kind of evidence that the intelligent designer is absolute goodness, truth, beauty, or wisdom, any more than the existence of a pair of trousers indicates that its maker is an upstanding citizen, or good parent, or loyal spouse.

The classical argument from design tended to base its authority on the self-evident wonders of biological nature on planet Earth. How else, other than by God’s design, could all of the dazzling complexity and diversity of organic life have emerged? Today, philosophically and scientifically literate theists do not tend to base the teleological argument on these grounds, although even some scientists today still appear impressed by them. However, in popular religious consciousness, the classical teleological argument has lost little of its force. This is why the ideologues of ‘creation science’ are still able to impress the credulous faithful with their homespun examples of intelligent design. For them, all forms of organismic specialization — whether eyes, ears, wings, petals, immune systems, minds, or whatever — are deemed far too perfect in terms of their structure and function to have emerged by means of blind chance. And, if these were not the product of chance, they must have been made by an intelligent designer. The problem with this ‘logic’ of argument, of course, is that the simple binary alternatives posed by the creationists — chance versus intelligent design — are not exhaustive of the possibilities of why life is so and not otherwise. The other possibility is specified by Darwin’s ‘dangerous idea’ (Dennett, 1996): organic evolution by means of natural selection. And this process of natural selection, although it is random in a certain sense, once it is set in motion, does not generate chance or random outcomes. On the contrary, this is a process that necessarily yields outcomes that exhibit increasing functionality of adaptive design.

For those creationists who have a nodding acquaintance with Darwinian science, and who therefore appreciate the need to undermine this great theoretical rival, sometimes the homespun examples are accompanied with the more interesting claim that at least certain entities of the organic world are ‘irreducibly complex’, meaning that they could not possibly have emerged by means of cumulative evolution by natural selection. ‘Irreducible complexity’ means that a structure is made up of interdependent parts, so that it could not exist if any of its parts were any different or less specialized than they are. Therefore, the structure cannot have developed cumulatively or piecemeal, as specified by the theory of natural selection, but could only have arisen ‘all at once’, as a finished article. The problem here, as Dawkins (2006, pp. 119–25) points out, is that all of the examples of irreducible complexity trotted out by the creationists are exactly those banal ones (eyes, ears, wings, etc.) that can easily be explained in Darwinian terms. Neither eyes nor ears nor wings, for example, are irreducibly complex. In the animal kingdom, the optical and aural and other organs of certain species are far less developed and more primitive than those of others — ‘half eyes and ‘half ears and ‘half’ wings are all possible, and the movement from these ‘halves’ to ‘wholes’ can be traced in a number of lineages. To date, not a single example of irreducible complexity presented by creationists has managed to survive closer critical inspection.
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The criterion of ‘dissimilarity’ establishes as authentic to the teachings of the original Jesus all that is ‘discontinuous with the Judaism of his time and the apparent tendency of the early Church’. The example given here is of Jesus’ prohibition on divorce, which is viewed as ‘one reflection of the feminist dimension in Jesus’ message as the Judaism of Jesus’ time exclusively allowed men to divorce their wives’ (Porpora, 2004a, p. 57). But, aside from the fact that the divorce prohibition can hardly be read off as a straightforward affirmation of women’s rights (more plausibly, at best, it can be read as evidencing a patriarchal concern with the welfare of abandoned women, at worst a simple affirmation of the sanctity of ‘family values’, and a desire to close a legal loophole that one-sidedly permits divorce for men only), there is also the obvious logical point that at best the criterion of dissimilarity establishes not the teachings of the original Jesus, but of a certain ideological strand of a particular founding tradition or community, and one of many others, whose own ideological innovations may have been forgotten or suppressed.

The same point could be made of the criterion of ‘chronological proximity’ and ‘multiple attestation’ (Porpora, 2004a, p. 58). Proximity is at best to one particular school of early Christian thought, not necessarily to the authentic Jesus. Multiple attestation reveals only that certain elements of faith or beliefs have become more influential (and hence transmittable across different schools or communities of early Christianity) than others, not again a natural regression to a single personage. Despite this, Porpora insists, ‘[w]hen we consider how the prohibition [of divorce] stands in terms of the criteria of dissimilarity, chronological proximity and multiple attestation, the likelihood is that it brings us face to face with the first-century prophet’. Here the circularity of the argument becomes apparent: ‘And, incidentally, if we judge that Jesus truly did issue a prohibition of divorce, we have yet another strong reason for supposing he actually existed’ (Porpora, 2004a, p. 58).

Finally, we have the criterion of ‘embarrassment’. As Porpora tells it: ‘The reasoning is that as the Church was not likely to have invented any incident it found so embarrassing as to require damage control, the more probable again it is that the incident actually happened’ (Porpora, 2004a, p. 58). Porpora provides three examples of the criterion of ‘embarrassment’.

First, there is the ‘embarrassing’ spectacle (from the point of view of the nascent Christian church) of John’s baptism of Jesus (Porpora, 2004a, pp. 58–59). But, a case could be made that, from the point of view of the church founders, a saviour who is predestined to live and suffer in human form, and who wishes to affirm his total commitment to his father’s will of serving humankind, would not be compromised by virtue of acquiescing to baptism at the hands of a lesser being. Such would be an affirmation of the humility of the ‘son of man’. Equally, if Jesus was not regarded as divine by the earliest Christians, the ‘problem of embarrassment’ also disappears. It should go without saying that the ‘original source’ of the baptism story could as easily be mythical and metaphorical as factual.

Second, there is the embarrassing accusation (from the point of view of the church founders) levelled against Jesus of indulging in witchcraft. ‘The consensus view judges authentic both the accusation in general and this particular controversy in particular. But if Jesus was widely accused of witchcraft, he must have been doing something to inspire it. The reasoning we have followed in other cases leads here to a disconcerting conclusion. Among other things, Jesus practised exorcism — and, evidently, with success … I am not saying that there are demons. I am saying merely that Jesus seems to have performed healings that his contemporaries considered remarkable’ (Porpora, 2004a, p. 59). But this hardly establishes the authenticity of the real ‘historical’ Jesus, for two reasons. First, because these do not necessarily reveal ‘miraculous healings’ as such, but rather the belief amongst the subsequent generations of the faithful that such healings have occurred, and were miraculous. Second, because claiming to be able to perform ‘miraculous healings’ was the stock-in-trade of every religious prophet and bandit messiah of occupied Palestine (of which there were many), and so attributing such capacities to the biblical Jesus would have been par for the course, irrespective of the historical or mythical status of this particular character.

Lastly, there is the story of the crucifixion of Christ, which is also viewed by Porpora (2004a, p. 58) as ‘embarrassing’ for the early Christian church:


For this reason, no mainstream scholar doubts that Jesus was actually crucified. Throughout the Roman Empire and especially in Palestine, crucifixion was an ignominious way to die. It was not the kind of death to bolster an argument that the one so executed was divine. Thus, if the early Christian tradition says that Jesus was crucified, he most likely was.



Now, at best, the logic of this argument establishes that crucifixion was the usual method of executing rebels and outlaws and prophets (the Romans did not distinguish between them) in Roman-occupied Palestine (Rose, 1999, p. 79). It has no bearing on the issue of the historical reality of the biblical Jesus. This is especially the case since there is considerable doubt amongst historians and biblical scholars whether the earliest Christian Gospels and beliefs do in fact affirm the divinity of Christ.

Aside from this, it should be noted that crucifixion was used not for petty criminals, but only for the most dangerous criminals, and for enemies of the state. Crucifixion was also a Roman, not local, method of punitive justice. Consequently, arguably it would be a fitting end for a rebel messiah who was in some sense seen as challenging the secular and religious and imperial authorities of Palestine. For this reason it was a typical end for many of the desert prophets of Roman-occupied Palestine, some of whom were named Jesus. Nor for them would it have necessarily been seen as an ignominious end. For the Romans, crucifixion was intended as a degrading death, but for followers of the victims it could become seen as the unjust violence of the foreign oppressor against those who would resist this oppression. Consequently, for the early ‘church founders’, under the yoke of Roman domination, they would not necessarily derive from the doctrine that their saviour suffered that kind of death a sense of shame — it could instead be seen as heroic. Alternatively, since Jesus is assumed to suffer as man, the more painful and humiliating his demise, the greater evidence of his servility to the cause of redeeming humanity and obeying the will of his father, God in heaven. This seems quite compatible with mainstream Christian sentiment, and hence undercuts Porpora’s argument.
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237 This argument would be contested by religious progressives, including and especially allegiants of the ‘spiritual turn’ of CR. Porpora (2001), for example, regards deep ethical and political commitments (to the good and the true) as being dependent on what he describes as self-identification with ‘metaphysical space’. He argues that contemporary America has become emptied of moral purpose, because Americans are unconcerned with the ultimate questions (worth, truth, right-action, beauty, etc.). Since, he claims, positive engagement with such ultimate concerns is indispensable to a robust and coherent sense of self-identity, this detachment of many Americans from metaphysical space has resulted in a loss of meaning and identity in their lives. Now, for Porpora, this absence of meaning and identity and moral concern is a consequence of most Americans’ detachment or estrangement from God. This is why he wishes to explore these themes by means of a discussion of the meaning of religious experience in America. For most Americans, he tells us, God is reduced to a freefloating signifier detached from its signifieds (moral questions of the meaning of existence and how we should live and what our collective responsibilities to each other and the world should be). Those Americans who are detached from ultimate concerns are those who have not experienced God; those who are not detached from ultimate concerns are those who have.

Porpora undoubtedly has a point that self-connectivity to ultimate values is indispensable to (coherent selfhood, moral commitments and identity). Where the values of instrumentalism and consumerism and acquisitive individualism exercise a fateful power over individual lives (as they do, according to Porpora, under late capitalism in America), individual selves lose coherence and a clear sense of holistic purpose in their lives. According to Porpora, they often cease even to ask themselves questions about the meaning of life. But Porpora provides no argument for why such value-commitments (to the good and the true) should be ontologically based on a religious outlook (affirmation of God or divinity). As Rachel Sharp (2001, p. 47) points out, ‘historically, if what matters is to change the world for the better, do we have to have God on our side? Does a preoccupation with God necessarily lead one to deeper moral insight, analytical perceptiveness, or to better politics? Is there no scope for the committed agnostic?’ Or, for that matter, for the committed atheist? Why not place our value-orientations on a humanistic or naturalistic ontological basis? After all, Porpora’s own research indicates that it is quite possible to possess a ‘religious sentiment’ without that translating into anything resembling a coherent selfhood or commitment to human betterment. Most of his Americans are religious believers but morally unconcerned with the state of the world or uncommitted to the project of making it a better place. So why not draw the conclusion that religious faith (godism) is dispensable to any moral ontology of ethical or political ‘right-action’?

Porpora’s argument does not even establish that the alleged moral malaise of contemporary America is accountable in terms of the estrangement of most Americans from God (loss of experience of the divine). That is simply Porpora’s inference from the apparent facts of moral disengagement revealed by his own empirical findings. Porpora’s research demonstrates that, although a vast majority of Americans profess belief in God, only a tiny minority believe they have experienced God in their own lives. Those who claim to have experienced God tend to be committed to ultimate moral concerns, whereas the others (believers and agnostics and atheists alike) are overwhelmingly morally disengaged with the world. But Porpora translates beliefs of experience or non-experience of God into the incorrigible facts of the matter. This is theoretically unsatisfactory because it is tautologous. We know God exists because people experience God; we know religious experience is real because there is a God to be experienced. Why should we assume that this is the case? For religious experiences to count as ‘good reasons’ for believing in God, we need a convincing (i.e. non-circular) theory that establishes the objectivity of religious experiences independently of the God-concept that functions as its guarantor.

The non-experiences of the majority may result from the fact that God does not exist. In that case, their resultant moral disengagement with the world may (in the context of a culture of money-success that has denied or downgraded alternative bases for deeper moral values of the good and the true) be a consequence of the ontological insecurity this non-experience generates. Conversely, the ‘experiences’ of the minority may be unreal, because they are based on the psychic need to invest in the world an ontological meaning it does not possess, and/or these ‘experiences’ may be a misconstrual of their own ethical concerns (which are in reality humanistic and naturalistic rather than supernaturalistic in foundation). In that case, the ethical concerns of the committed religionists would be the source of their religious sensibility, not vice versa. These sorts of conclusions would also be consistent with Porpora’s data.
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248 Matthew 10:5–6: ‘These twelve Jesus sent forth, and commanded them, saying, Go not into the way of the Gentiles, and into any city of the Samaritans enter ye not. But go rather to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.’.

249 Hartung (1995). Here is one telling example cited by the author (Matthew 15:21–28):


Jesus … withdrew to the district of Tyre and Sidon. And behold, a Canaanite woman from that region came out and cried, ‘Have mercy on me, O Lord, Son of David; my daughter is severely possessed by a demon’. But he did not answer her a word. And his disciples came and begged him, saying, ‘Send her away, for she is crying after us’. He answered, ‘I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel’. But she came and knelt before him, saying, ‘Lord, help me’. And he answered, ‘It is not fair to take the children’s bread and throw it to the dogs’. She said, ‘Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters’ table’. Then Jesus answered her, ‘O woman, great is your faith! Be it done for you as you desire’. And her daughter was healed instantly.



As Hartung observes:


The assumptions that lie behind the miracle are revealing. They suggest that native inhabitants were tolerated if they perceived themselves as dogs compared to in-group members. Essentially the same story is told in Mark (7:24–30), with the Canaanite changed to a Greek, suggesting that Jesus discriminated against out-group members on an equal opportunity basis.



250 A distressing feature of the ‘spiritual turn’ of CR scholars, such as Doug Porpora, is the unhistorical way in which they interpret this ‘love thy enemy’ ethic of Christianity. The sublime universalism of the message is assumed, on the grounds that it originates from the Son of God (who therefore cannot have intended it to be exclusionist or particularistic). As Porpora (2004c, p. 166) puts it: ‘[Jesus] … showed us … what this reign [of God] is like. It is a reign of open and inclusive commensality, in which ethnic enemies are treated as neighbours and women too discourse on the Torah; it is a reign opposed to the rule of Mammon in which people rather than profits come first, and in which money is lent not only without interest but also without expectation that it will even be repaid.’ For Porpora (2004b, p. 118), this is the ‘platinum rule’ — love all others unconditionally as God loves us.

This is a classic case of wish-projection on to the original sources, which are reinterpreted so that they conform to the global communistic ethics of the author. The social and cultural circumstances and demands of time and place, which made it rational for Jesus to preach his rather more parochial (particularistic and discriminatory) ethics, are not addressed: nor are the sayings of Jesus where he endorses the ‘golden rule’ (do unto others as you would have them do unto you) rather than the ‘platinum rule’. Nor is there any attention paid to the textual evidence in the New Testament that contradicts a ‘universalistic’ interpretation of his ethics. For the record, Jesus could not possibly have seriously proposed a social order in Palestine in which money was lent without interest and without expectation of repayment. That, in the conditions of the age, would have been a pipedream. Worse, it would have been a contradiction in terms. Notably, the Jesus of the New Testament evidently was not against markets, commodities and money. If he was, he would not have spoken ‘market-speak’ at all. He would not have talked of interest-free loans, or the possibility of loans being repaid. Instead, he would have spoken of ‘peasant communism’, communal ownership of land by collectives of petty cultivators, and the free and equal distribution of community goods amongst community members (as the radical Essene sects preached). But, presupposing a primitive market and money economy, a system of petty commodity production and exchange, rather than a system of primitive agrarian communism, it is simply impossible that such a radical ethic could have been instituted. You cannot have money without markets, and markets are senseless without profits. ‘Market socialism’, as Marxist critics of social democracy have shown, is self-contradictory, a non-starter. Presumably, Jesus, as the Son of God, should have known that.
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253 Or as Dawkins (2006, p. 250) elegantly puts it: ‘Jesus’ family values, it has to be admitted, were not such as one would want to focus on. He was short, to the point of brusqueness, with his own mother, and he encouraged his disciples to abandon their families to follow him.’.
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256 Daly (2002), p. 77.

257 Collier (2002), p. 146.

258 Collier (2001a, 2004d) explains the pacificism of early Christianity (which he finds politically and ethically problematic), not as something intrinsic or essential to Christianity, but as something forced upon it by deeply unfavourable social and political factors. He explains that the New Testament was produced in circumstances where Roman imperial authority over the Jews and other subject peoples was unshakeable. Consequently, the Christian ethic of pacifism was a wholly rational response to the then restricted opportunities for successful worldly struggles for emancipation by the subject peoples (Collier, 2004d, pp. 171–72):


In New Testament times, any rational political practice was made impossible by the Roman Empire. One could of course foment nationalist rebellions against it, but they could only end in the slaughter of the rebels. Or one could collaborate with it, but that was not possible for those who refused to worship the Emperor. The alternative was to change what could be changed without confronting the state power, and prepare for the times to change. It is noteworthy what form this course of action took for the early Christians: voluntary communism … Regrettably, by the time the Empire became (nominally) Christian, this experiment had ceased. But its memory remained.



Whatever one makes of the truth of this argument, it is nonetheless a rather unfortunate defence of Christian moral philosophy. If we were to embrace a sociological analysis of Christianity, we would be unsurprised to discover that it possesses the characteristics of a moral and political hotch-potch. By virtue of the fact that religion traditionally has assumed responsibility for reflecting upon and legislating for the meaning of ethical virtue, and upon the nature of human existence, it is unsurprising that it sometimes offers insights on both that have objective purchase and universal value. Religion can perhaps tell us something of the good and the true, just as it simultaneously obscures and mystifies its own insights with much that is morally dubious and ontologically erroneous. Christianity, like all religions, is also the product of history, and is shaped by social (economic, political and cultural) conditions. As such, it expresses the social relations and cultural sensibilities of time and place of its origin, for good and for ill.

But Collier seemingly wants to have his cake and eat it. Sometimes religious beliefs and values come to us from God, sometimes not. Where religiosity does not manifest the positive values and beliefs that Collier thinks it should, this is because it has been deflected from its real moral and political mission by unfavourable conditions (e.g. Roman imperialism). Here, in these circumstances, we have the socio-cultural determination or conditioning of ideological forms — such as early Christianity. On the other hand, where religiosity does express the positive values and beliefs that Collier has decided constitute its essence (‘love thy neighbour’, egalitarianism, classless solidarity, communal ownership, the notion of a ‘just war’ to correct injustice, etc.), this is because, in this case, religiosity expresses the transcendent, divinity, the Word of God. Here, in these circumstances, religion is magically divested of earthly determinations (social, cultural, and material). Sociology and history is thus wheeled in to explain the ambivalent (or worse) elements of ‘original’ religious ideology, but wheeled out again so that God can be held responsible for all of the ‘good stuff’.

This may spare the religious of their blushes, resolving the contradictions of religious ideology by airbrushing away all of the not-so-good bits, but it will not impress anyone else. This is seemingly an arbitrary construction, since Collier is claiming to know which of the original beliefs and values of original Christianity are the ‘real’, ‘authentic’ or ‘essential’ ones. And his selection is not based on privileged access to the Word of God, but on his own political and ethical valuejudgements, which determine those elements of the faith he wishes to attribute to God. Nor can any social scientist be impressed with the selective and frankly ideological use that is made by Collier of sociological methods. If social and historical factors are to be held responsible for retrogressive or ambivalent aspects of original religious doctrines, where is the warranty for withholding their responsibility for the progressive aspects as well? Either religion is human-made, culturally constructed, socially conditioned, or it is not. Either it is the artifice of historically and culturally bound humanity or of God. It cannot be made one or the other (now this, now that) to fit-in with the convenience of the philosopher.

The claim of all religions or theisms is that they represent objective moral truths by virtue of the fact they are based on or derived from God’s Word, which has been communicated to his disciples or apostles. But, if we are to admit that the ethical and political positions of religious doctrines are determined by the contingencies and relativities of time and place, by historically specific socio-cultural relations and circumstances, then we are calling into question the objectivity of the religious systems in which these values and beliefs are secreted. This does not rule out the possibility that such moral values and beliefs are expressive of universal truths, but it does mean that rational philosophical arguments are needed to demonstrate that this is the case. Yet Collier’s defence of Christian universalism is apparently contradicted by his own admission that those aspects of Christian ethics he regards as problematic (i.e. its pacificism) are products of society and history, which perhaps have sullied or compromised their truth-value. Historically relative socio-cultural structures, he suggests, prevented the early Christians from fully understanding the meaning of God’s Word. But if this is true of these Christian values, why not of the others?

Now, conceding the socio-historical conditioning and hence relativity of religious values is a fundamental problem for theism, for the simple reason that the guarantor of the objectivity of religious doctrines is supposed to be God. For if it is admitted that these values may be partial or even false (by virtue of socio-historical conditioning), then this is an admission that God’s power is limited (and hence a denial of God, or at least of the orthodox God of Christianity). Moreover, this would render all accepted theist positions contestable, because it could be argued that these may simply be human and social artifices, with no privileged access to transcendental reality, and thus of the same status as all other cultural products. Why then accept the moral authority of the world religions? The only way to evade this impasse is to detach human moral and ethical concerns from theology or religion, and attempt to ground these in a naturalistic ontology of human-being-in-nature. This is the only way of rationally determining the objectivity of values.

Collier’s construction also divests from human beings their powers of cultural agency. If God is to be held responsible for the ‘nice’, objective, universally applicable parts of religious sensibility, this restricts human cultural agency to authorship of everything that is not-so-nice, relativistic, intersubjective, and culturally bound. Humans are thus denied the capacity to formulate worthwhile, rational, foundational systems of morality and ethics. This is fundamentally disempowering of humanity, since we are reduced to the status of naughty schoolchildren. This is also ethically dubious, inasmuch as humans are reduced to the passive objects of a higher moral authority (the inevitable consequence of all religiously legitimated normative systems). This is also arbitrary. It is because we humans possess natural species-powers of sociality, rationality, consciousness, and self-consciousness, that we are the kinds of beings who are capable of fabricating highly complex systems of knowledge, society and political governance. But, if this is admitted, why cannot human beings also construct normative systems that (by expressing universal human needs and interests and humanity’s internal-and-necessary natural relations of dependence upon terrestrial reality) are transcultural, possessing a universal and objective ethical value, yet one which is not God-given?

In any case, Collier’s historical case is flawed, for he considerably over-states the degree of compulsion behind early Christianity’s adoption of pacificism. By no means was this the only rational option available to the founders. In fact, an entirely rational alternative was for Christianity to become an ideology of insurrection, of revolutionary resistance to Roman imperial rule and local class dominance of the peasantry and commonfolk. At the time of Christianity’s formation, the Roman Empire was already nearing its territorial and military limits. Its borders had been expanded to embrace the bulk of land cultivated under the plough. With the exception of the fertile lands of the East, most of what lay beyond its borders was a sparsely populated wilderness. Under Trajan (AD 98–117), the Romans attempted to extend the frontiers of the empire into the Middle East, and beyond Mesopotamia. But they were defeated by the armies of Parthia, the major regional imperial player of the day in central Asia. The Roman defeat was aided and abetted by a ‘domino effect’ of uprisings against Roman rule in Libya, Egypt, Cyprus, Syria and Palestine. This hammered home an important lesson to the emperors — the vulnerability of an over-extended imperial territory (and hence army) to popular revolts from below in several dispersed occupied territories simultaneously. Subsequently, under Hadrian (AD 117–38), Roman imperial expansion ceased, and a period of defensive consolidation or entrenchment followed. This left the holy land on the far eastern edge of Roman jurisdiction, right at the limits of imperial power.

Now the Jews of Palestine and further afield were amongst the most troublesome and rebellious of the peoples under Roman stewardship. And, by the first century AD, there were around ten million of them spread across the cities and countryside of the Middle East. Of all the subjects of the empire, the Romans feared and hated the Jews most, because of their refusal to submit to imperial rule, and because wherever their resistance was crushed by force of arms, it was not long before it grew back (Rose, 1999, p. 75):


Two thousand years ago Rome was … struggling to assert its authority over Judaea. Its mechanism of rule through local ruling classes was proving to be exceptionally difficult because both the urban poor in Jerusalem and the peasantry in the outlying areas held Jerusalem’s ruling class in utter contempt. Rome never really succeeded in subduing the region. Rebellion rumbled just beneath the surface for more than 50 years, occasionally breaking out into open revolt.



Roman rule was shaken to its foundations by massive popular uprisings on three occasions: AD 66–73, AD 115–18, and AD 132–36. Each revolt was subdued, but only after protracted military campaigns, involving huge expenditure of arms and manpower, which drained the imperial exchequer. Thus, Rome’s control of Palestine was always insecure, always under considerable strain, and always potentially breakable (Faulkner, 2002, 2008a; Goodman 1995, 2007).

The ever-present danger for the Roman authorities was of perpetual Jewish hostility and intransigence (now seething below the surface, now bursting forth above) serving as an example to other subordinate peoples in Roman-occupied territories, hence igniting the touch-paper of revolution across the Middle East and beyond, and giving encouragement to powerful rivals beyond the empire’s borders (such as Parthia to the East). Since the Romans required an army of more than 125, 000 troops to subdue the rebellion of AD 132–36, additional revolts in other occupied territories could have spelled disaster, threatening the integrity of the empire itself (Faulkner, 2008b, p. 12). Such, after all, is what destroyed an earlier imperial superpower, Assyria, which had seemed at the height of its military power just as it came crashing down, many centuries earlier. In these circumstances, then, the pacifism that was embraced by Christianity, in contrast to the militancy of certain strands of Judaism, does not seem particularly coerced. A strategy of insurrectionary resistance was feasible. Rather, this appears a positive political and ethical preference of the founders of the nascent Christian church. Accommodation rather than revolutionary resistance to imperialism was preferred, not because the latter was a utopian strategy, but because the former promised an easier ride for a faith that had universalizing ambitions under the umbrella of Roman imperialism.
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311 Biblical criticism, after all, has tended to reveal the self-contradictions of traditional Christian teaching, and confirm the ways in which doctrines are shaped and reshaped by historically changing social and cultural forces.

312 See Ch. 3, n. 60. See also Ch. 4, pp. 270–82.

313 One of the better-argued perspectives of Dawkins’ (2006) and Hitchens’ (2007) critiques of religion is exactly this point. However, their critique of religion is un-dialectical. Dawkins and Hitchens are, of course, mistaken to attribute all or even most cases of social oppression or injustice or conflict to religion. This lets secular nationalism, global capitalism and neo-liberal imperialism off the hook. In fact, the secular structures of contemporary capitalism and imperialism, not religion, are the fundamental cause of injustice and conflict in the world today. Yet neither Dawkins nor Hitchens have anything to say about this (although Dawkins was a critic of the war on Iraq from the start). This tends to make them unwitting ideological accomplices of imperial secular states and governments who justify their imperial power-politics (aimed at securing economic and political advantages for Western capital at the expense of billions of impoverished toilers across the face of the globe) by demonizing those who resist their policies as agents of irrational anti-democratic religious ‘fundamentalism’.

As Molyneux (2008, p. 52) correctly observes, the hostility of right-wing Christians such as Tony Blair and George W Bush to militant Islam has nothing much to do with ‘some visceral Christian hostility to Islam stretching back to the Crusades or the conflict with the Ottoman Empire (even though these atavisms are sometimes mobilized ideologically)’. Rather:


It is because the majority of people sitting on the world’s most important reserves of oil and natural gas happen to be Muslim, and, secondly, because, since the Iranian Revolution of 1979, much of these people’s resistance to imperialism has found expression in Islamist form. If the people of the Middle East and central Asia had been predominantly Buddhist or Tibet held oilfields comparable to those of Saudi Arabia or Iraq, we would now be dealing with ‘Buddhophobia’. Seeping out from the White House, the Pentagon, the CIA and Downing Street, coursing through the sewers of Fox News, CNN, the Sun and the Daily Mail would be the notion that, great religion though it undoubtedly was, there was some underlying and persistent flaw in Buddhism. ‘Intellectuals’ … would be on hand to explain that, despite its embrace of naïve hippies in the 1960s, Buddhism was essentially a reactionary creed characterised by its deep-seated rejection of modernity and Western democratic values, and its fanatical commitment to feudalism, theocracy, misogyny and homophobia.



Equally, at root, the hostility of radical Islamists to the West has little to do with centuries-old theistic differences, and much more to do with the fact that they have been at the receiving end of Western imperial politics since the colonial era. They sit on enormous natural economic resources, but obtain no benefit from this, since this is siphoned off by nationalist governments and domestic class elites in cahoots with Western multinationals and states. At the same time, they are subject to brutal political oppression by their own states, both in order to secure the optimal conditions of class exploitation and to ensure they are prevented from organizing effective political resistance to the agents of that exploitation. And they are increasingly, in the post-Cold War global era of rampant corporate capitalism, subject to military interventions by the Anglo-American led Western powers, wherever their local states are deemed incompatible with ‘liberal values’ or a threat to ‘international security’ (so long as these states just happen to be situated in territories that are strategically or materially important to the West). In these circumstances, radical political Islam has become a powerful rallying and mobilizing force for resistance to corrupt local ‘secularist’ states and owning classes and their foreign imperial backers. It has also become appealing to those Muslims in the Western imperial states who suffer from ethnic or ‘racial’ discrimination and who identify with the anti-imperial struggles of their brothers and sisters in foreign fields. Unlike Christian Fundamentalism in the West, radical Islam is not simply reaction.

All of this might as well not exist for all the attention Dawkins and Hitchens pay to it. Much religious conflict is, contrary to their perspective, actually based upon or fertilized by these secular forms of power and conflict, as these divide the world into haves and have-nots, oppressor and oppressed, and nurture all sorts of psychological insecurities and social and cultural dislocations. Nonetheless, they have a point where they observe that religiosity provides a fertile source of the ‘labels’ and ‘legitimations’ that fuel political conflict and social discrimination (although they have nothing to say about how religion can also, under certain circumstances, provide the ‘labels’ and ‘legitimations’ that would fuel resistance to political oppression and social disadvantage). Religion is, in fact, ‘tailor-made’ for the job.

Sometimes, however, for reasons explored in this book, religion can also be a fertile source of outright reaction, oppression and intolerance in its own right, especially where it is embraced by ruling elites or superordinate classes to cement their control of society. But, even where religion is taken-up by the oppressed to legitimate their struggles, neither the ideological nor the political outcome is emancipatory. Because religious sensibility, where it is translated into militant politics ‘from below’ (such as Islamic Fundamentalism), tends to combine political radicalism (i.e. opposition to corrupt local rulers and imperial exploiters plus a programme of economic justice to help the downtrodden) with social and cultural authoritarianism (i.e. discrimination against women and gays, enforcement of religious conformity, repressive criminal justice, etc.), it is rarely if ever straightforwardly liberatory. Rather, it is always, at best, Janus-faced.
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327 Dawkins (2006, pp. 237–50) and Hitchens (2007, pp. 97–107, 109–22) provide examples. Notable historical fictions include: the account of the creation, the great flood, the Mosaic stories — the flight from Egypt, the period of desert exile, and the conquest of Palestine — and the Roman census that is supposed to have happened in the year of Jesus’s birth, and the chief players involved (Augustus and Herod). The Old Testament contains discrepant accounts of most of the major historical events. The New Testament is also an ill-fitting patchwork, with discrepant accounts given of the life of Jesus — including where he was born, the status of his birth (virgin or otherwise), his flight to Egypt, the Sermon on the Mount, events leading immediately up to his crucifixion, and the crucifixion itself.

328 Such as the impossibly long life-spans of the Hebrew elders (which does not prevent then producing children), the story of the creation, the miracle stories, the suspiciously insane behaviour of the Jews in visiting the wrath of God on themselves by worshipping false gods whenever the opportunity arose, the peculiar habit of God of destroying whole towns and cities in order to punish the sinners amongst them (rather than simply singling out the actual sinners), and the Immaculate Conception (which necessitated the even more absurd later doctrine of the Ascension, in order to establish the sinless status of the Mother of God — which however did not square with the fact that Mary reportedly conceived a number of children).

329 As Dawkins (2006, p. 242) rightly says, this theological strategy of re-designating former literal truths as symbolic truths does not get us very far. If we should not take the biblical stories (such as God’s instruction to Abraham to sacrifice Isaac or his prohibition on building the Tower of Babel) as literal events, but as expressing moral truths, then it is clear enough that the moral truths are themselves less than praiseworthy. The strategy is also disingenuous, since it licenses brushing beneath the carpet everything contained in the holy books that is morally dubious. These bits are arbitrarily designated as mere allegories, whereas the nicer bits are preserved as the authentic truths.

As Dawkins (2006, p. 238) observes, this is ‘morality flying by the seat of its pants’. Such judgements as to what is allegoric or authentic are not based on any rational objective criterion of judgement, but are merely personal decisions that are made in order to preserve the sacred reputation of the founder texts. If we are to make such judgements, ‘then we must have some independent criterion for deciding which are the moral bits’. Since that does not come from scripture itself, it must come from outside, ‘and is presumably available to all of us whether we are religious or not’ (Dawkins, 2006, p. 243). So where does our independent criterion of judgement come from? There is only one contender. In practice, of course, modernist theologians cherry-pick from the holy texts those elements they consider as moral truths in accordance with a ‘measuring rod’ furnished by the humanist philosophy of the secular enlightenment. (The same strategy is pursued by the CR spiritualists.) Enlightenment, after all, ushered in the political culture of ‘human rights’ and universal citizenship, which we in the West take for granted. This secular culture is what conditions and informs our moral judgements, providing us with criteria for deciding what is ethical and what is unethical in the sacred books.

330 One encounters this in the most unexpected sources. Archer (2004a, p. 78), for example, endorses this self-debasement, since.


sinfulness … [is the sense] of having fundamentally missed the mark, of representing a different order of ‘fallen’ being, or of our own intrinsic unworthiness to raise our eyes.



The closer one gets to God, Archer contends, the greater the sense of sinfulness, of unworthiness, of the feeling ‘that whatever we do, we have … fallen short of the glory of God.

331 Siegel (1986), pp. 2–9, 65–89.

332 ‘Theses on Feuerbach’, Marx and Engels (1970), p. 121.

333 Foot (1984), p. 66.

334 Hence the oft-encountered theological claim that faith in God is a kind of intuitive wisdom beyond reason or superior to wisdom. See Dennett (1996, pp. 153–55) for a brilliant demolition of this argument.

335 Foot (1984), p. 66.

336 McCann (1999), p. 118.

337 Shelley (1970), pp. 822–23; Shelley (1964), p. 45.

338 Hartwig (2001m).

339 Nelhauss (2001d). A problem with religiosity is precisely that moral and political commitments that are intrinsically worthy (such as commitment to the free-flourishing of universal humanity) can be found worthy by the religious only by appeal to an external authority. Thus, for Porpora (2004b, p. 114): ‘Many of us Christians who pursue the development of love and compassion do so because, for us, these virtues have an ontological status that is bound up with the ontological status we accord Jesus.’ This smacks of idol-worship, or at the very least of authority-worship. What if Jesus did not exist? His historical status is definitely questionable. Would this make compassion for and solidarity with our fellow human beings ontologically unfounded? Why does Porpora need the ‘externally imposed injunction’ of a higher non-human authority to provide a raison d’être for values that any decent human being endorses?.

340 Hartwig (2001o).

341 A most recent telling example of this is Pope Benedict’s approving citation of a Byzantine emperor (Manuel II Paleologus) to the effect that Islam, unlike Christianity, is based on the doctrine of jihad or Holy War. ‘Show me just what Mohammed brought that was new, and there you will find things only evil and inhuman, such as his command to spread by the sword the faith he preached’ (Guardian, 15 September 2006).

342 Thus, in the most religious society of the advanced Western world, the USA, people ‘are notoriously ill informed about evolution. A (relatively) recent Gallup poll (June 1993) discovered that 47 per cent of adult Americans believe that Homo sapiens is a species created by God less than ten thousand years ago’ (Dennett, 1996, p. 263). Further, ‘48 per cent believe that the Book of Genesis is literally true. And 70 per cent believe that Christian science should be taught in school alongside evolution’ (Dennett, 1996, p. 516).

343 A particularly unpleasant example of the former tendency was the recent exploitation by the Vatican of the ‘Medjugorje Six’ (of Bosnia-Herzegovina). The six were local children who claimed to have had regular visitations from the Virgin Mary over many years. These six were endorsed by the local Franciscan Church, and later (during the Balkan wars) also by elements of the paramilitary Croatian HVO. This organization had open sympathies with the wartime fascist and pro-Nazi Ustashe regime in Croatia, which mass murdered and expelled non-Catholics, Muslims, and Serbians with the collaboration of the archbishop of Zagreb and the active participation of the Franciscans. The ‘gardening state’ project of the Ustashe was to make Croatia 100 per cent Croatian and 100 per cent Catholic. The HVO, basing themselves on this model, were busy (during the 1990s) ethnically cleansing the same ‘undesirables’ from their own patch. It transpired that Christian aid and donations from credulous Catholics of the Irish Republic, mobilized by the Irish clergy at the behest of the visionary six (or more accurately their Franciscan backers), were being channelled (for unknown purposes) into the possession of the HVO. At the same time the ‘miraculous events’ witnessed by the six were touted as divine endorsement of the exclusionist ethnic nationalism of the HVO and the fundamentalist Christianity of the Franciscans.

The response of the Vatican? To condemn this unpalatable mix of religion and ethnic nationalism and its racist consequences? To warn ordinary grassroots Catholics to disregard as delusional or misguided the claims of the six and highlight the underlying agenda of the politically motivated Franciscans? To refrain from sending aid which could be used for non-charitable purposes? Not a bit of it. Instead the Pope and Ratzinger pointedly refused to rule out the possibility that the visions of the six were authentic supernatural events, implicitly siding with the Franciscans. This was despite the fact the local Bishop of Mostar had repeatedly denounced the affair as a hoax, and expressed his concern that the six children were being used as pawns in the political game of the Franciscans and HVO. The reason for this peculiarly irresponsible stance? The simple fact that Croatia is a Catholic enclave ‘at the intersection of the Balkans with the West, a bridgehead to the East, a wedge into Islam’, which could potentially be exploited to the benefit of the church (McCann, 1999, p. 184).

The tendency of the contemporary Catholic Church to sanctify extreme rightwing politics has been quite manifest in John Paul’s and Ratzinger’s choice of candidates for canonization and beatification and is also revealed in whom they choose to disregard. Here are just three examples of many that could be cited. In 1998 the Pope designated Alojzije Stepinac a ‘martyr’ and as ‘blessed’. Stepinac, a Croatian archbishop, was convicted for collaboration with the Ustashe fascist regime of Ante Pavelich (itself allied to Hitler’s Nazis). His collaboration was positive and explicit. Stepinac welcomed fascism to Croatia ‘as a work of God that arouses our admiration’. When Pavelich introduced ‘racial purity’ laws, Stepinac recommended only that ‘Catholic non-Aryans be treated in a respectful manner’. Croatian Catholic priests assisted the government in its policy of forced conversions of Serbs (to Catholicism) and the murder or deportation of the clergy of the Serbian Orthodox Church. After the war, Stepinac was convicted of war crimes, but was thereafter vigorously defended by the Vatican as a victim of ‘communist persecution’. Rather than express remorse at his conduct, the papacy chose to exploit anti-communist fervour amongst the faithful in order to disguise his collaboration and to discomfit Tito’s hated communist government in Belgrade. Pope Pious XII made Stepinac a cardinal and lobbied the Yugoslav authorities successfully for his early release (McCann, 1999, pp. 181–84).

John Paul also chose to beatify the founder of the Christian Brothers, Padre Pio. Pio was a ‘stigmatist’ (i.e. someone who claimed to bear the wounds of Christ). His stigmata were never independently verified, since he refused to allow medics to examine his wounds, and he chose to wear thick socks and mittens to staunch the alleged permanent flow of blood. However, on his death, no wounds were discovered (itself viewed by supporters as a miraculous event of spontaneous disappearance of the stigmata). Pio claimed the power of bi-location and of being able to accurately foretell the future. Magical healing properties were attributed to his blood-soaked mittens. He claimed to be visited regularly by Christ, by the angels, and by the spirits of the dead, all of whom fully endorsed his views and supported his mission. He claimed to be regularly attacked physically by the devil. As for his mission? Predictably, Pio was a right-wing extremist. He was a fervent supporter of the pro-life lobby, and his supporters today are connected with the cult around ‘Our Lady of Medjugorje’ associated with Croatian extreme nationalism. He was, of course, an implacable opponent of socialism. He believed that the Word of God should be accepted on the authority of the priesthood, that faith was a surer path to truth than reason, and that the role of the church should not be to campaign for social justice but to root out original sin or moral wickedness (McCann, 1999, pp. 112–14, 117–20).

Compare this with John Paul’s treatment of the El Salvadoran archbishop Oscar Romero. Linked with liberation theology and radical Jesuits, Romero championed the interests of the Salvadoran poor and progressive pro-democracy liberals and socialists whose rights were being trampled underfoot by the right-wing military junta that ran the country during the late 1970s and early 1980s. Romero believed, like the liberation theologians, that the role of the church was to safeguard the earthly as well as spiritual needs of the flock. This meant that the church must side with the victims of oppression against their oppressors and be in the vanguard of the campaign for social justice. Romero was murdered by a government death squad whilst performing mass in his cathedral in San Salvador in 1980. Whilst Romero was alive, John Paul supported efforts by conservative Salvadoran clergy to undermine his influence with the laity. He appointed archbishop Gerada to the office of Papal Nuncio, from whence he forged working links with the junta and organized four of the five Salvadoran bishops into opposition to Romero. All of this was motivated by the imperative of protecting church property, and by the fact that the murderous Salvadoran regime was self-reputedly ‘Catholic’ and virulently anti-socialist. The distancing of the Vatican, of Gerada, and of the Salvadoran bishops from Romero, and their complete disregard of the regime’s dismal human rights record, may have given the regime the confidence to order Romero’s assassination. After Romero’s murder, during his belated visit to El Salvador in 1983, John Paul pointedly refused to confer on him the status of ‘martyr’, instead expressing his shock and outrage not at the murder of a Catholic clergyman but at the ‘sacrilege’ perpetrated by his killers (presumably because the murder was committed in church during mass). To add insult to injury to Romero’s supporters, John Paul appointed as successor Fernando Saenz Lacale, a member of the extreme right-wing Opus Dei organisation, who subsequently sacked liberation theologian Luis Coto from his post as rector of the San Salvadoran diocesan seminary, so that the Pope would not be ‘compromised’ by having to meet a ‘lefty’ during his state visit in 1996. Predictably, there has been no suggestion from the Vatican that Romero is worthy of consideration for beatification, let alone canonization (McCann, 1999, pp. 38–39, 85–86).

344 Lenin (1933), p. 16.

345 Lenin (1933), p. 15.

346 Marx and Engels (1975), p. 39. An argument well made by Mann (1999).

347 This is, in my view, the chief weakness of the politics of Respect, the new UK left-wing Unity Coalition, which, before imploding in an orgy of internal sectarian strife, showed itself capable of becoming a major electoral focus for a growing radical left-wing constituency in British politics. On the one hand, the general policy programme of Respect is commendable, insofar as it does not entail a diminution of a distinctively socialist politics on substantive issues (environment, education, taxation, the welfare state, the NHS, union rights, pensions, women’s rights, gay rights, animal rights, anti-imperialism, immigration and asylum rights, etc.). But, on the other hand, Respect’s formal statement of policy includes (as far as I can see) no reference whatsoever to its position on religion (Respect: The Unity Coalition — Policy. Available at: http://www.respectcoalition.org/index.php? sec = 39. Accessed: 29/12/06). Presumably this is in order to avoid deterring radical Islamicists from joining the party. However, if Islamicists are prepared to endorse the wider socialist policy goals and agendas of the organization (rather than simply its anti-imperialism and anti-Islamophobia), a formal commitment to atheism should not be sufficient to deter them, if recruitment is to be confined to progressives.

348 Marx and Engels (1975), p. 39.

Conclusion

    1 Bhaskar (2003), p. 106.
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